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Abstract 
 
This project aims to investigate: ”How is workers‟ resistance mobilised and countered in the 
garment maquila industry?” Taking part of departure of the current situation, with the race to 
the bottom and the new division of labour, our context is based in Puebla, Mexico, which is 
largely linked to the maquiladora garment industry, and the workers within these 
maquiladoras are subject to multiple violations of their workers‟ rights. By utilising the 
methodological frame of critical geography, we have aimed to have a critical outlook 
throughout the project. This is evident in our choice of theory, which includes scholars, such 
as, Neil Smith, Robert Lambert and Don Wells. We have looked into both local and 
transnational initiatives, and we explore different strategies of achieving social change at the 
local level, and what their possible downfalls or upsides can be. This obtained by the use of 
mainly interviews with respectively the Danish workers‟ union, 3F, the international workers‟ 
union, IndustriALL and the human rights‟ organisation, the Comisión. Our project is 
theoreticised by the main concept of „scale‟, as well as different perspectives on 
contemporary unionism. Departing from the analysis, the project concludes that legislative 
structures diminish the workers attempts to organise in independent unions and bargain 
collectively, rather than enable organising. The different approaches for workers‟ 
mobilisation examined in the project have different strategies. The two main ones stem from 
uniting as workers, or in an alternative of global social movement unionism. This is taken up 
in a discussion within the project.  
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Problem Area  
 
Globalisation is a perpetually encountered concept in geography, and especially its effect on 
breaking and building borders has been one of the most crucial subject of discussions within 
geography. Today‟s globalisation is widely manifested by transnational trade agreements, 
international production chains and what has been named the new international division of 
labour, which are all part of the matrix that make up the production of goods and services. 
The processes and driving forces of this „new‟ system of production are widely examined by 
scholars (see for example Harvey 2014; Katz 2001), and implies that manufacturing, and 
other low-skilled labour, are on the losing side of the uneven globalisation. The spatial 
boundedness of much of the labour seems to be in an unequal stand, when compared with an 
increasingly fluid and hyper-mobile capital and transnational corporations. It has led scholars 
to talk about a race to the bottom, where working conditions are constantly lowered in a race 
between global agents to attract foreign capital and investments. 
 
The new international division of labour is evident in Mexico, which, ever since the NAFTA 
agreement in 1994, has had an extensive growth in the garment industry (MSN 2003:3), and 
Mexico‟s maquiladoras still continue to export mainly to the United States (Atradius Country 
Report 2015:2). Mexico is a favourable location for maquiladoras because of its proximity to 
the United States, and the vast amount of cheap labour. According to estimates, the industry 
employs over 1 million workers in thousands of factories in Mexico (Navarro 2014:1). Most 
of the maquiladoras in Mexico are permeated by poor working conditions and a continual 
violation of basic workers‟ rights, such as missed payments, severe safety issues, forced 
pregnancy testing, child labour, discrimination of indigenous workers (MSN 2003:31-33).  
 
A concrete point of departure for this project is the state of Puebla, Mexico, which is a 
conflicted area in the light workers‟ rights and multi-nationally owned production sites. The 
capital of the maquiladora industry in Puebla is Tehuacan Valley, also referred to as „the city 
of Blue Jeans‟ due to its vast number of maquila factories, and we seek to investigate how 
different attempts of achieving change in the workers‟ rights take place at a local level. 
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Additionally, we are examining strategies applied by the transnational level of the 
organisational approaches, which are aiming for the same goals.  
 
Consequently, we find it interesting to take a look at some of the strategies of resisting the 
effects caused by the race to the bottom and achieving social change. Mexican workers have 
been fighting for workers‟ rights since the since 19th century (Compa 2003:4), so the 
aspiration for social change is, by no means, a new phenomenon. We find it strange, 
however, that the discussion of improving the exploitative working conditions seems to 
address the consuming end of the production chain. Because, when looking at the general 
European development, it reveals how the workers were the ones to achieve change. This was 
a result of a long tradition of organising of labour and the right to and possibility of collective 
bargaining and negotiation with employers.  
 
Therefore, we want to investigate how labour organisations, trade unions and social 
movements, in the contemporary context of the production system branching across borders, 
can address the struggle of resistance in factories of the garment industry. The focal point of 
this project is not specifically focusing on the betterment of working conditions, such as 
decent pay, working hours or minimum age of workers, which are all protective rights. 
Instead, we look into strategies of organising, which is an enabling right, and up-scaling the 
struggles. This is because the right to organise is generally seen as the best way to establish 
sustainable protective rights (Rodriguez-Garavito 2005:206) 
 
Our understanding of the strategies for mobilising resistance, and of some of the different 
actors involved in these processes, is derived from the new international division of labour 
and stems from the concept of scales. Using scales as the frame for conducting an analysis on 
garment workers, placed in the alleged Global South, provides means for identifying agents, 
global actors, a discussion on place-specific struggle as well as spatial dimensions in which 
certain actors operate. The fact that different actors have different possibilities of moving 
within and between different scales, makes them interesting to our project. It is within the 
frame of organising labour and the aspirations for achieving change that we are trying to 
investigate the situation of Puebla, and expand it to a broader understanding of the new 
division of labour. We wish to examine how workers‟ resistance is constrained by looking at 
the difficulties for establishing independent trade organisations. We will also explore the 
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different strategies used in attempts to overcome these barriers. Thereby, our problem 
formulation is as follows 
 
How is workers’ resistance mobilised and countered 
 in the garment maquila industry? 
 
To answer this, we will operationalise two working questions; one regarding the constraints 
for mobilisations of workers‟ resistance and one regarding different approaches to such 
mobilisation. In the former, we will analyse how the legislative framework and spatial 
dimensions of capital and labour constrain the possibilities of establishing independent 
unions. In the latter, we will focus on what strategies for mobilising workers resistance are 
operationalised by different local and international agents of organised labour. The working 
questions state as follows:  
 
1. How do the legislative framework and the spatial dimensions of capital and labour 
constraints mobilisation of workers‟ resistance? 
 
2. What strategies for mobilising workers‟ resistance are employed by local and 
international labour organisation? 
 
1.2 Clarification of Concepts 
 
Within the project is following concepts necessary to clarify  
 
Resistance 
 
Resistance refers to struggles fought against the processes of a hegemonic globalisation that 
is dominating in essence, as it imposes its „own‟ culture, values, ideology and rationality and, 
in the process, marginalise various histories. In this project, it is mainly used in association 
with struggles fought by independent unions in defending the rights of maquila workers. 
 
 
 
 
6 
Neoliberal globalisation  
 
Globalisation should not be thought of as only one process, since it intercepts cultural, 
communicative, political, social and a variety of other processes. For this project, it points to 
the economic form of globalisation, which captures how neoliberal ideals are of dominant 
influence in increasing integration of national economies within international markets 
(Globalthinking 2.0 2015). 
 
Latin America/Central America/Mexico 
 
In this project, we use the geographical concepts of Latin America, Central America and 
Mexico. „Geographically‟, Mexico is seen to be a part of Latin America and/or North 
America, depending on which attributes one wants to emphasise. However, in terms of the 
garment maquila industry, Mexico shares many common attributes with countries in Latin 
and Central America. Therefore, those characteristics of both Central America and Latin 
America, that are brought up in this project, can also be seen to apply in Mexico as well. 
 
Social change  
 
The concept social change means changes in interrelations and interactions between actors of 
the society. We understand this in terms of social processes, interactions and organisations. In 
this project we have a focus on what kind of strategies can be used to achieve social change 
in workers‟ rights at a local scale (Sociology Guide 2015). 
 
The new international division of labour 
 
This concept is linked to expansion of transnational corporations (TNCs), as well as the rapid 
de-industrialisation of economies within the leading economies (Oxford Reference 2015). As 
a result of the new division, the distribution of work in the production industry now has a 
clear spatial dimension. Production is divided into knowledge-intensive functions, such as 
branding, coordination, market analysis, in the global North, while the labour-intensive 
functions, such as sewing and assembly, are placed in the Global South. With the new 
division, brands and retailers have gained the possibility of distancing themselves from 
organisational questions related to labour and are thereby no longer required to take 
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responsibility for the workers involved (Faulconbridge & Beaverstock 2003:332;600). In 
many countries, where the labour intensive work takes place, there is an overabundance of 
low-skilled workers in labour markets. These workers tend to underbid decent wage levels, 
due to the competition for jobs (3F 2013). 
 
Collective bargaining 
 
Collective bargaining consist of negotiations between workers and their employers. The 
workers can be represented by labour unions, which should be chosen with a free election. 
The aim of collective bargaining is to form a collective bargaining agreement (CBA), which 
defines the working conditions required in that specific factory, or unit, which the 
negotiations concern (Legal Information Institute 2015). 
 
Maquiladora 
 
A maquiladora, also called a maquila, is a factory that imports duty-free components which it 
then assembles for export. This arrangement makes it possible for the factory owners and 
brands to pay a lower duty on the products when exporting, as the duty is set by the „added 
value‟, meaning that the cost of the imported parts can be deducted from the final value 
(Encyclopedia Britannica 2013). Most of the maquiladoras are in the hands of Mexican, 
American and Asian corporations. Though maquiladoras can produce many different 
products, such as car parts and electronics, in this project we are only focusing maquiladoras 
in Mexico producing clothes and components for the garment industry. 
 
1.3 Project Roadmap and Project Design 
 
After an introduction to the project in Chapter 1, Chapter 2 proceeds with giving an insight to 
our methodological stance, the methods and theoretical framework utilised in this project. 
Chapter 3 provides some details of the context of the maquiladora industry in Mexico, as well 
as an introduction to the organisations, which strategies are analysed throughout the project.  
This brings us to the first analysis part, Chapter 4, that aims to investigate our first working 
question, by a two-fold analysis divided into the labour legislation in Mexico and two cases, 
which exemplify the struggles of workers attempting to organise in Puebla. We have chosen 
to engage with these questions here, as we find it interesting to analyse how the attempts to 
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mobilize resistance constrained. From our theoretical perspectives, we have gained an 
understanding of how various aspects of contemporary globalised capitalism ascribes 
different spatial dimensions to labour and capital, but we wanted to analyse how this plays 
out concretely in Tehuacan. We also rationalised, that an understanding of the concrete place 
and context specific barriers for labour, would equip us to better understand the various 
strategic perspectives analysed in Chapter 5. 
 
The second part of the analysis, Chapter 5, begins with looking into local and national 
approaches of mobilising resistance. The second approach examined is solidarity networks, 
and the third, and final, approach analysed is the South-South connections. Our genuine 
interest was the locally based work and achievements, but we chose to expand to include 
transnational agents, as this would provide an interesting spatial dimension as well as a link 
to a Danish context. 
 
Chapter 6 returns to the concepts introduced in the methodology, and discusses them in 
relation to our analytical findings and 4 recommendations forwarded by the Maquila 
Solidarity Network regarding strategies for achieving social change for the Tehuacan 
workers. In Chapter 7, we sum-up the analysis and the discussion.  
 
9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 
2. Methodology, Methods and Theory 
 
2.1 Methodologies 
 
The initial interest of this project set out to achieve a more nuanced and in-depth understand 
of the strategies employed by social actors in the South to achieve social change across 
scales. We thus entered into this project on the backdrop of an overall understanding of what 
can be themed uneven globalisation and a contemplation of the assaults launched by global 
capital on the South in the form of exploitative and oppressive actions. Accordingly, our own 
positioning in this project is inspired by critical geography, which has been influencing our 
literature selections. Along these lines, the objective of the project is to unfold the practise of 
the workers and other social actors in the light of multiple perspectives of critical geography. 
We shall return to these perspectives in a moment, but beforehand we briefly pay some 
attention to our ontology of scales and the movement of social actors between those. 
 
Understanding scales and the ‘global’ 
 
This project is based in a frame for scalar understanding that, most importantly, refuses the 
idea of fixity of scales - rather, scales are processes, and instead of examining the different 
scales independently and apart from each other, the point is rather to analyse the movements 
of social actors and flows between scales, hence, why it is problematic to categorise only in 
terms of fixed scales. However, the global, as we perceive it, is made up of hegemonic 
powers and, at large, global imperialism that holds and frames various identities that are 
huddled together. 
 
“It is a war of position because it builds up a mosaic from multiple locations. Its trenches lie 
in the burgeoning transnational society of ethnic diasporas, deterritorialised nations, non 
governmental organisations, professional associations, the global civil society that becomes 
denser by the day” (Burawoy (2000) quoted in Waterman 2005:215). 
 
Santos (2004) also discusses the dominant scale, that he coins „the monoculture of the 
universal and of the global‟. That is, regardless of spatial, or cultural, contexts, there is a 
universalism that determines the relevance of realities. Globalisation, or the global, is a way 
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of terming the scale that assumes „unprecedented relevance‟ over “all other realities that 
depends on contexts and are therefore considered particular or vernacular” (Santos 2004). 
 
To broaden the view of the imperial global and geographies of resistance, there is a need to 
understand how the peoples of the (produced) peripheries of the global system emerges in the 
struggle to reclaim their spaces (Amin 2007:4). According to Samir Amin, the global power 
hierarchies are made by what can be termed „the imperialist rent‟, which to Amin exists 
within the conflicts that are associated with imperialism and capitalism:  
 
“Together with the management practices concerning the access to natural resources, this 
globalisation of value is the basis of the „imperialist rent‟ … classes and nations are 
interlinked in their struggles and conflicts … This conquest of the world by European 
capitalism is at the origin of Eurocentric interpretation of global history” (Amin 2007:4-5). 
 
Entering critical geography 
 
Our entry to critical geography draws on the emancipatory ideals of critical theory as known 
from other social sciences, and especially that of sociology. It is constituted by a mosaic of 
emancipatory geographic research traditions and thus works by interlinking emancipatory 
traditions and spatiality. Besides the legacy of critical theory, critical geography has also been 
developed with references to researched developed by feminist geographers in the 1970‟s, 
that put the focal point on imbalances of power relations in society, not only by studying 
them but also by challenging them, again within an emancipatory frame. It should also be 
noted, that feminist praxis also provided new insights into questions of methodology 
concerning social relations and power hierarchies between researcher and the researched 
(Fuller & Kitchin 2004:3). Unfortunately, as our interests regards workers and power 
hierarchies, that, despite accelerating globalisation(s), new divisions of labour, and time-
space compression, unfolds thousands of kilometers away, we have not been able to engage 
in these action research inspired praxises.  
Within the frame of critical geography this study engages with geographies of resistance, 
spatial justice and emancipatory labour studies. The connectedness of these three perspectives 
provides a solid ground for addressing the emancipatory processes in Tehuacan.  
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Geographies of resistance 
 
Geographies of resistance depicts the spatialities of resistance, as well as emancipatory 
practices. As a way of contextualising the cause of this project, opposition must be thought in 
the lines of how geographies of resistance are always in opposition to geographies of 
domination (global). This implies that domination is made up of, more or less, powerful 
agents, whether institutions or individuals, that are active and involved in maintaining in 
position of authority. „Resistance‟, on the other hand, is characterised by being, primarily, 
mass mobilisation in defense of common interest and is thus, in some ways, determined by 
action. Necessarily, a geography of resistance emphasises that different social groups are 
always differently positioned in unequal, and multiple, power relations. The pivotal point is 
that geographies of resistance seeks to facilitate alternative ways of conceptualising the ways 
in which radical geographies have been produced:  
 
“...resistance seeks to occupy, deploy and create alternative spatialities from those defined 
through oppression and exploitation. From this perspective, assumptions about the 
domination/resistance couplet become questionable … resistance is understood where it 
takes place, and not through abstract theories which outline the insidious mechanisms, 
strategies and technologies of domination” (Pile & Keith 1997:3). 
 
Accordingly, we shall in this study place focus on workers‟ resistance and opposition to 
dominating ways of capitalist forms of social organisation. However, it does not seem 
feasible to unfold the aspects of resistance, without also touching upon the realm of 
dominance. Hence, our interest in the constraints faced by organised labour and in 
understanding how capital forces work in contemporary globalisation(s). This will be 
elaborated in Chapter 4. 
 
Spatial justice 
 
We are inspired by spatiality of justice that relates to how justice is socially constructed and 
change over time; and spatial justice is thus a dimension of social justice that is tied to space. 
Spatial justice is also a way of thinking of history geographically, or spatially (Soja 2010:3). 
For this project, spatial justice offers „spatial consciousness‟ for understanding uneven 
geographies. 
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“...the geography, or “spatiality,” of justice … is an integral and formative component of 
justice itself, a vital part of how justice and injustice are socially constructed and evolve over 
time. Viewed in this way, seeking spatial justice becomes fundamentally, almost inescapable, 
a struggle over geography, to use the phrasing of Edward Said1” (Soja 2010:1-2) 
 
As such, spatial justice can articulate some of the questions related to uneven globalisation, 
and it provides an understand of how interlinked justice and space are. Think for instance, of 
how much of a person‟s possibilities of life, freedom, living conditions, ontology and social 
justice is determined by the place of birth. This also raises questions regarding how trans-
spatial (or transnational) solidarity is developed, as well as in which spatial settings claims 
for social justice should be articulated. We shall return to such questions later.  
 
Within spatial justice, two understandings for justice has polarised the debate. While the first 
emphasises issues of redistribution of resource, the second engages with decision making 
processes and power hierarchies. Therefore, it is possible for studies to engage with spatial 
justice both by examining „results‟ or spatial distributions of goods, services and people, but 
also investigating “issues of representational space, where identities and experiences 
constitute the process of justice” (Moreau 2009). 
 
This corresponds well with the theoretical division between enabling (in this case, the right to 
collective bargaining, freedom of association etc.) and protective rights (safety, health, 
education, wages etc.).  
In this line of thought, we shall primarily engage with the question of justice in relation to 
power hierarchies and thus our primary empirical interest will be regarding questions of 
processes, identities and experiences related to the Puebla workers, their organisations of 
ways of organising and struggling. 
 
Emancipatory labour studies 
         
“An emancipatory labour internationalism, in other words, must today be constructed on a 
terrain which may privilege labour as activity, but does not prioritise it as identity or 
                                                 
1Edward Said is well-known sociologist within the field of cultural studies for especially his work „Orientalism‟ 
(1978)  
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movement. It is this broader terrain that simultaneously provides labour internationalism 
with an opportunity for re-commencing its forward march.” (Waterman 2005:214-215) 
 
To analyse the emancipatory capabilities of „labour‟ as a global scale agent, according to 
Peter Waterman (2005:214), means to critically examine our own positioning in 
acknowledging that there is very limited understanding of how „workers‟ themselves 
perceive, understand and experience „solidarity‟ (ibid). Waterman depicts international labour 
studies as witnessing a revival of the left, whereas there is a need and an emergence of 
emancipatory labour studies. Strongly in this line of thought is the idea that labour studies 
should be diversified to a degree that no universal claims should be dominating paradigms 
(Waterman 2005; Santos 2012). Emancipatory international studies would thus refer to an 
open-ended dialogue of pro-labour NGOs, academics, union leaders - and members, that all 
constitute identities of citizenship and social movements (Waterman 2005:212). 
 
It is the interest of this study to attain knowledge on different ways of mobilising and 
organising labour in the South. As we are exactly interested in the diversity of various 
strategies, that different agents operationalise, we shall then attempt to enter our field with the 
notion in mind, that labour studies should be diversified and with no universal claims. Hence, 
we do not intend to proclaim any universality, and we will instead attempt to map different 
labour approaches and see how they could possibly strengthen and learn from each other. 
However, we do not intent to overlook conflicting opinions and strategies and thus we will 
also seek to put them on display. Such conflicts are of course interesting to us as researchers, 
but it is also because, while we do applaud a plurality of labour identities and strategies and 
the avoidance of universality, we also recognise that having too varying approaches could be 
counterproductive for the labour movement. 
 
2. 2 Methods 
 
This project has been carried out by the combination of mainly three types of methods; a case 
study method, content analysis and interviews. Our interview section has been given more 
attention since it has been a more comprehensive method for this research process.  
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2.2.1 Empirical Data and Theoretical Perspectives  
 
Presentation of data  
 
In this project, we as our primary data, been using qualitative empirical data in form of the 
three conducted interviews. However, we have also obtained information, such as statistics, 
and information about the specific socio-economic contexts, the maquila industry and labour 
laws of Tehuacan, Puebla and Mexico, from secondary sources. The secondary data is 
retrieved from web-pages, articles and reports, like the MSN (Tehuacan: Blue Jeans, Blue 
Waters and Worker Rights‟) from 2003. Lastly, we have in the discussion included 4 
recommendations regarding strategies for social change in Tehuacan workers forwarded by 
the MSN. 
 
Presentation of theory  
 
Our foregoing understandings and methodological delimitation has been exercised great 
influence on our selected theoretical perspectives. Thus, we draw on perspectives from 
critical geographers, such as Neil Smith and David Harvey, for explaining uneven 
globalisation and a particular scalar understanding. Other critical scholars, such as Santos and 
Grosfoguel, hold perspectives that are, in comparison, more grounded in postcolonial critique 
with aspects of race, ethnicity and colonial relations in the resistance/domination couplet, as 
well as they constitute a strong critique against eurocentrism. 
 
2.2.2 Case Study 
 
Our point of departure in this project was in theoretical aspects, but as a method, we have 
used a case study. The case study presented in this project can be defined as an exemplifying 
case, as it describes the conditions and circumstances, in which the maquiladora garment 
industry functions. However, it also contains elements of a critical case study, as it helps to 
understand the theories presented in our project (Bryman 2012:70). 
 
The Comisión was chosen for various reasons. We had an interest in how social actors from 
the South themselves engage in the struggle for social change. Followingly, it was an obvious 
choice to work with organised labour, as workers are not only object of oppression and 
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exploitation: in their position as labour, they are an essential part of the transnational 
production chains and thus posses the traditional weapons of labour such as strikes. That is to 
say, workers are not a passive object of oppression but also an active subject to perform 
actions of social change. 
 
There are, of course, countless Southern labour organisations to be studied, and the Comisión 
was chose because a member of our group had encountered their work on a journey in 
Mexico in 2012 and their work and approach seemed appropriate for our objectives. 
 
As the project was not solely concerned with the actions by agents in the Puebla region, but 
also with how transnational labour movements/organisations can contribute to social change, 
we chose to integrate the activities of 3F and IndustriALL. 3F are interesting because they 
constitute an example of a northern agent, that is actively involved in solidarity work in 
Southern localities. We chose to also include IndustriALL because they, as a global union, 
represent a more global initiative, as opposed to 3F, which has a clear local/danish affiliation. 
 
2.2.3 Content analysis 
 
In this research process we have analysed several documents (text data) and three interviews 
we conducted. We have utilised what can be characterised as a directional approach to 
content analysis. The role of theory for this method has been to provide the data analysis with 
a conceptual framework. Our theoretical (or substantive) interests were guiding for our 
approach to the content analysis. Balancing the use of theory, vis-á-vis interpreting interview 
material has had its complications; and, within a directional content analysis, the 
shortcomings can be that the researcher overemphasise theory, leading to a strong bias, and 
“hence, researchers might be more likely to find evidence that is supportive rather than non-
supportive of a theory” (Hsieh & Shannon 2005:1283). However, our strategy for conducting 
the interviews was to have open-ended questions, from which categories formed from the 
data in the analysis process. The objective was not to be too restrained by preconceived 
categories, but some helped us to build the narrative we needed. Thus, because of the 
flexibility of the interviews, this approach is interpretative rather than systematic (ibid). The 
analysis was directed by a structure of concepts derived from our theory. The process was 
more interpretative, rather than helped by a coding system, and in the process our theory has 
been refined and and, in some cases, extended. 
17 
2.2.4 Interviews 
  
We utilise the roles of both Nielsen and Carter as „informant interviews‟, since they, due to 
their work and profession, are providing us with information of the work with transnational 
solidarity. Moreover, we have examined some of the rooting structures behind their answers 
to look for perceptions and assumptions, which draw lines to a „discursive interview‟ (Tracy 
2015:140-141). The interview with Barrios is characterised by being an informant interview 
as well, but can be mixed with the features of a „respondent interview‟. Because he shares his 
own personal experiences, behaviours and motifs, and because Barrios is interviewed on 
behalf of the workings of Comisión, this interview is typified as a respondent interview 
(Tracy 2014:140-141). 
  
Our interviewees can be introduced as follows: 
  
Jesper Nielsen is an international advisor and consultant working in the 3F department of 
„International Solidarity and Development‟ (3F 2015). He has six years of work experience in 
Central America (Appendix 1:1) 
Laura Carter is a regional officer in IndustriALL in the office for Latin-America and the 
Caribbean. Being primarily occupied in the textile sector, her work also includes the mining 
industry, womens‟ rights, etc. (Appendix 2:1). 
 
Martin Barrios is working in the Comisión de Derechos Humanos del Estado de Puebla (The 
Human Rights Commission of the State of Puebla) in which he is a representative of and 
from Tehuacan Valley. He has been actively working with human rights in Mexico and the 
maquila sector for around 20 years. His work with rights has led to imprisonment (Appendix 
1:1&3). 
 
Sampling methods  
  
We found Nielsen, using snowball sampling, as the group member identified appropriate 
informants within his work place and asked them to name possibly suiting respondents for 
our interview. Carter was also chosen to be interviewed using snowball sampling. After 
contacting the Latin American regional IndustriALL office with no response, the interview 
was obtained by contacting the head office of IndustriALL, from where we were forwarded 
18 
to Carter, who works with Latin America and the Caribbean at their Canadian office. (Tracy, 
2014: 134-138) 
 
The same group member, who found Nielsen, had gained contact with Barrios on a travel in 
Mexico, and this interview has, from the beginning of our project, been a pivotal point for our 
reasons behind the project. This interview indicates a critical instance, since it focuses on rare 
and understudied data that is relating to Barrios‟ personal experiences as a member of the 
Comisión and as an individual. 
 
Interview types 
 
The interview with Nielsen was conducted 11th of May 2015 at his office in 3F‟s head office 
in Copenhagen. The duration was approximately an hour. The interview was a typical face-
to-face interview where we, as interviewers, could interpret body language, in addition to 
verbal communication, and thus get a more aggregated experience of the interview (Tracy 
2014:161-62). The interview was recorded via our cell phones. 
 
Our interview with Carter, carried out 14th of May 2015, and our interview with Barrios, 
conducted 17th of May 2015, had a duration of less than an hour each. Both interviews were 
limited by geographical distances and, therefore, conducted over Skype. This makes them 
mediated interviews with a synchronous method, since they were direct interviews and not, 
by contrast, carried out via email. The mediated interview approach was obviously the only 
option in interviewing Barrios and Carter, but it has the clear disadvantages of us losing sense 
of the non-verbal communication and limiting the intuitive understanding of the questions. 
We had both experienced background noise and technical delays during the interviews (Tracy 
2014:165-167). Both interviews were recorded by a computer program. 
 
Our interview format is what would be called a semi-structured interview (Tracy 2014:.139): 
the structure can be categorised between the „structured interview‟ - with a tight guideline of 
questions which can be efficient in collecting straight answers, but may prevent in-depth 
responses - and between the „unstructured interview‟ that have a more flexible format - to 
stimulate a freer flowing debate but also requires the interviewer to keep the interview on the 
right path. All three interview were conducted by two group members each. Before 
conducting our interviews, we made an interview guide in order to stimulate discussion. We 
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formulated questions beforehand, which were sent to each interviewee before the actual 
interview session. For each question, some additional questions and themes were formulated 
to use in case we would need to clarify or redirect the questions being asked.  
 
Questions  
 
The questions for the interview with Nielsen were, with small moderations, very similar to 
the ones used in the Carter interview, as the informants represent unions with a global 
outlook. Our questions prepared for Barrios were grounded in our knowledge of his personal 
engagement in the Tehuacan community. Throughout the interviews, we attempted to stay 
within the frame of the prepared questions as an overall structure, but we also gave space for 
well assisted additional and clarifying questions. This is evident in Appendix 1, 2 and 3.  
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The table shows our initially prepared questions for each interviewee: 
 
 
Question types 
 
All of the three interviews started with open-ended experience questions, like “Can you 
kindly introduce yourself and describe what you work with in Tehuacan?” (Appendix 3:1). 
The following questions focused on some of the concrete methods used in their work and 
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were, in addition, directed at the experiences and views of the interviewees or their 
organisations which they had gained while working with labour rights issues in the garment 
industry. Especially in the cases of Carter and Nielsen, it was assumed that they were, at least 
mostly, in line with the views of the organisations, as they were interviewed as experts 
working in those organisations. The answers of Barrios are considered to be more of a mix of 
organisational representation and personal experience, as Barrios is most certainly a 
representative of the Comisión, he has also been subjected to some of the violations he is 
working against. 
 
Many of the questions fall under the category of „generative questions‟ that are very open-
ended and help to create a framework for the discussion (Tracy 2013:147). Within the 
generative questions, we mostly asked „tour questions‟, which let the interviewee answer the 
question quite freely and reflect upon their own knowledge, experiences or memories. One 
example of a tour question used in the interviews is “How would you describe the current 
situation for unskilled workers in Central America? Is it similar/different to other countries 
or areas?” (Appendix 1:1). Another question type we used on many occasions in the 
interviews, is „directive typology questions‟, such as “Turning to the strategies of improving 
these conditions and maybe also the rights to association, which strategies would you say the 
workers in the garment industry are undertaking?” (Appendix 2:3). The aim of directive 
typology questions is to “... ask respondents to organize their knowledge into different types 
of categories” (Tracy 2013:149), and they can be more difficult to answer than the more open 
generative questions.  
 
All of the interviewees were also asked about what they thought the future will look like in 
the maquiladora industry. According to Tracy (2013:149) these kinds of questions can give 
valuable insight to the hopes and worries of the interviewees. In the interviews with Nielsen 
and Carter, we also asked some questions, which Tracy (2013:150) calls „potentially 
threatening‟. In these questions our aim was to find out about the possible shortcomings of 
the approaches the interviewees and their organisations represent. As questions like these 
might come off offensive and could then potentially harm the openness or trust gained during 
the interview (Tracy 2013:150), they were not asked in the beginning of the interviews, but 
saved for later.  
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The interviewees‟ answers were mostly quite long and elaborated, and did not always follow 
the type of the question. For example, even though some of the questions were so-called 
„directive close-ended questions‟, where a very simple yes/no answer can apply (Tracy 
2013:149), the answers given were mostly longer and more explanatory. However, when 
needed, we also used quick follow-up questions to get the interviewees to elaborate more on 
what they had been talking about before, or to clarify some terms they had used. Overall, 
most of the questions used in the interview circle around similar topics for all of our 
interviewees, as we wanted to get insights about similar topics, but from different 
perspectives.  
 
Transcribing  
 
The processes of transcribing took place immediately after each interview were conducted. 
All group members took turns in this process and we have all made sure to read the finished 
transcriptions afterwards. Within the transcriptions have we been trying to avoid vocal fillers 
like “eh”. Some parts of the interview, that we thought were unnecessary, as well as general 
notes about disturbances etc. are written in brackets. This may have overruled some of the 
points from the interviewees, but we concluded that a more general transcribing was good 
enough in order to get to the point. 
  
Limitations and shortcomings  
  
In hindsight of our interviews there are some limitations and shortcomings we have gained 
awareness of subsequently. 
 
A very obvious limitation was language. Besides the fact that no group member or 
interviewee speaks English as their mother tongue, except from Carter, there are possibly 
some lacks of understanding and expressing oneself.  
  
Another shortcoming was the many technical delays that occurred during our asynchronous 
interviews, which we, in particular, experienced during the interview with Carter. Though 
Carter exposed great patience and willingness to repeat her answers, these delays caused 
problems with the general fluency in the interview, and forced her to start over in a many of 
her arguments. 
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There may also be some examples of leading questions in the interviews, which probably 
have been influencing our interviewee‟s answers. For example, 
 
“Just to understand this situation of the workers unions in Tehuacan. Do you think they have 
some future to look for? Because I think you were talking about how you should try to unite 
people on different terms than just unions. But think of ways that go around these institutions. 
So do you think it is stronger for these people to form in unions, or should it be different 
initiatives?” (Appendix 3:7)  
 
can be seen as a possibly leading question. We have discussed the leading questions in the 
group to make sure everyone was aware of them, and been very careful in addressing these 
questions in the project. This has been done by a direct designation of the answers and 
starting a quote by writing: “when directly asked, X says” etc. Furthermore, we have tried to 
avoid using these answers as cornerstones in our project. Additionally, as explained earlier, 
there is a risk of lacking a connection or trust with the interviewer, when not conducting face-
to-face interviews. However, it should be noted, that even though the questions might have 
been leading, the answers can still be counted credible, as it might it might be well in-line 
with the interviewee‟s ideas and intent. In addition, an interview is always a unique situation 
and has a narrative formed by the interplay of the interviewer and the interviewee, which 
means that it contains the presumptions and perspectives of both parties. Therefore, there can 
be various reasons for why the interviewee may choose to answer the questions in their 
specific ways. 
 
2.2.5 Delimitation 
 
Our choices for this study‟s boundaries are strongly linked to our data and theoretical frame.  
Firstly, our interview respondents all represent organisations, of which two of them are not 
directly engaged with our chosen case. Although still a conscious choice, this has directed the 
core of the project away from the actual case of maquiladora workers in Puebla and thus 
given space for a different theoretical frame. An alternative direction could have been to 
retrieve information from independent unions in Puebla, which could have provided this 
project a stronger (place-specific) base. Still, as we are interested in the interconnectedness of 
24 
(workers) experiences at Puebla level vis-á-vis larger organisations‟ activities, we chose 
perspectives from North-centered agents as well. 
 
There are various aspects of labour movements we have chosen not to engage in. For 
example we have chosen to delimit ourselves from themes such as codes of conduct and and 
corporate social responsibility (although we do engage briefly with this in Chapter 4), on the 
basis of arguments about their limited actual influence (Wells 2009), but also because the 
genuine and original interest of this study was what actions are taking in the space of 
production, rather than in the space of consumption.  
 
Additionally, we have, rather than focusing on conditions or protective rights, we have 
chosen to place our gaze on the on organisation of resistance or enabling rights, as it has been 
argued that any substantial and sustainable changes must be rooted in the workers‟ own 
organisational achievements (Rodriguez-Garavito 2005:206) 
 
2.2.6 Validity and Generalisability 
 
According to Karpatschof, the “objective concept of validity cannot be applied in its 
traditional notion of truth”, since the qualitative research cannot offer “directly depicted 
representation, but instead a dialogic presentation of the epistemic item” (Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2008:421. read: translated). Thus, the validity of our research must instead 
depend on the concrete assessment of our arguments and interpretations coherence. Kvale 
and Brinkmann argues, that the discussion on the validity of the interpretations are made 
superfluous, if the scientific „craftsmanship‟ is properly conducted: 
 
“Ideally, the quality of the craftsmanship will produce knowledge-products, that are so 
strong and convincing in themselves, that they carry their own validity and value - like a 
well-made piece of art” (Kvale & Brinkmann 2008:281 - read: translated). 
 
Whether or not our „scientific craftsmanship‟ can be said to be „strong and convincing‟, will 
thus be decisive for our findings validity. 
Karpatschof indicates transparency in the research and interpretation processes as a explicit 
quality criteria (Kvale & Brinkmann 2008:421). In our methodical considerations on the data 
gathering, and processing of our conducted interviews and written empirical data, we have 
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attempted to outline how these processes took place. We see this as an attempt to provide an 
appropriate level of transparency.  
 
In concrete terms, the academic validation of our interpretations and thus also the project's 
full analysis and conclusions, must in practice depend on the given 'validation community', 
based on existing standards and criteria for good research. However, we consider our quite 
limited amount of empirical data as a quite serious strain or barrier for our findings validity. 
 
Our qualitative study relates fundamentally to the idiographic science ideal (Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2008: 421). Thus, we do not we consider generalisability in nomothetic sense as 
neither desirable nor achievable. It can also be questioned whether our analysis of an 
individual case justifying any generalisability of our findings from the garment industry in 
Tehuacan to the remaining Global South. We believe that we can avoid some of this criticism 
by not attempting to seek universal solutions, but instead examining the strategies of various 
labour actors and their spatial, scalar, social and political dimensions. Due to the various 
limitations of our findings generalisability, any such generalisations must of course include 
thorough considerations and precautions.         
 
2.3 Theory  
 
The theoretical frame for this project departs in a particular understanding of „scales‟ as the 
overall approach in which we draw upon Neil Smith‟s concept. Following, we utilise Harvey 
to extract perspectives on the interrelationship of capital, labour and scalar positioning. 
Lastly, Robert Lambert provides a frame for understanding unionisation as a mode of 
mobilising, and organising, labour. 
 
2.3.1 The Politics of Scales 
 
“By setting boundaries, scale can be constructed as a means of constraint and exclusion, a 
means of imposing identity, but a politics of scale can also become a weapon of expansion 
and inclusion, a means of enlarging identities”, (Smith 1992:89) 
 
Utilising Smith‟s theorisation about scales is key in the discussion for ways power relations 
are malleable within and across scales/levels of scales. Utilising scales as the frame for 
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conducting an analysis on garment workers placed in the alleged Global South provides 
means for identifying agents, global actors, a discussion on place-specific struggle as well as 
spatial dimensions in which certain actors operate. Decisively is the understanding that 
„scales‟ are not to be used in the vertical sense, but rather, a working understanding for the 
use of scales is that it is made up of social processes being constantly made, and remade. 
 
We are well aware that we delimit the scope of this study by choosing to engage with mainly 
Smith‟s theorisation on politics of scale. There are various scalar understandings and 
definitions of this concept and the following is engaged with just one of the many. 
 
Interconnecting scales 
 
In his analysis Smith (1992) identifies some key notions and identifications for different 
scalar levels, of which „the scale of the community‟ and „the scale of the region‟ are well in 
place for theoretically situating what is elementary in this project. It is for our analyses 
important to explore interconnectedness of different scales. Especially how the scale of the 
community and of the region in some situation both oppose and expand into the „global 
scale‟. Additionally, emphasis must be put on how scalar configurations are  
 
“...the outcome of socio-spatial processes that regulate and organise social power relations, 
such as the contested making and remaking of the European Union or the process of state 
devolution or decentralisation” (Swyngedouw 2004:26).  
 
In this, the power geometries of capitalism can be interpreted in the differentialities of scalar 
positions regarding what social groups and different classes have access to, or are designated 
for different „scalar strategies‟, as well as which scalar strategies are mobilised by either, for 
example, elites or subaltern social groups (Swyngedouw 2004). Interestingly for this project‟s 
analysis is Swyngedouw‟s discussion on how social power mobilises within the dependence 
of the scale or space in which a given group of social actors are operating, e.g.,  
 
“...consequently, the success or effectiveness of social and political strategies for 
empowerment is related to the ways in which geographical scale is actively contested and 
mobilised in struggles for social, political, or economic resistance or change” (ibid:26-27).  
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Consequently, Smith (1992) argues, social groups must produce and reproduce the 
geographical scale as a strategy in itself for resistance. In this organisation of the production 
of scales in terms of social reality and daily life and to resist, spatial boundaries can be 
crossed by „jumping the scales‟ “that are largely imposed from above and that contain rather 
than facilitate their production and reproduction of everyday life” (Smith 1992:60). In this, 
Smith speaks to how social mobilisation or scalar strategies should be based on jumping 
scales, that allow a recreation of realities as „a scale‟, as such, is the facilitator for social 
activity. So in interpreting Smith‟s understanding, the jumping scales is also a connotation of 
expanding or reshaping scales because that is a scalar strategy itself for political resistance.  
 
Scalar arrangements and boundaries 
 
In this we wish to undergo a discussion on how different scales are arranged boundaries for 
different spatial strategies. In this understanding, scales are discussed in terms of which 
strategies and struggles they may or may not contain, and thus identified by it. A two-fold 
denotation of scale is given by Smith (1992), as, firstly, the facilitator of social processes and, 
secondly, a frame that is determined by social activity and contests. This idea is helpful in 
understanding how scale provides a language for spatialised politics, it is thus, “geographical 
scale that defines the boundaries the identities around which control is exerted and 
contested” (Smith 1992:66) 
 
When describing the hierarchy of scales, to counter the, in some ways dominating, scales of 
capital, there is also scale of the community - which likewise is constructed to form a place in 
opposition to the dominator. Instead of being primarily an economic dimension, the scale of 
the community has the potential to involve greater access to the space of the community, 
politically and culturally. This involves looking at a community as a means for understanding 
the entanglement of production and reproduction of the social (Smith 1992) 
The scale of the community: 
 
 “… incorporates myriad intertwined social and cultural institutions - educational, religious, 
recreational - themselves intertwined with the local state. It also includes places of work, 
from the home to the factory, the office to the store” (Smith 1992:70). 
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Identifying scales 
 
As such, „the scale of the community‟ should be recognised as a spatial scale vaguely 
defined, but also a concept, in which identities that are established at other scalar levels may 
roll into concerning struggles over community (ibid). Identities ascribed to such „community‟ 
are thus, characteristically overlapping, based on common criteria such as types of 
occupation, race, origin, ethnicity, continual traditions and, importantly, an identification, or 
belonging, to place (ibid). Additionally, differentialities in hierarchies of power are 
constructed on the basis of what actors may or may not have access to the spatial scale of the 
community. 
 
An expanding direction from the scale of the community is the scale of the region, which 
Smith (1992) refers to as „the site of economic production‟. Smith defines region from the 
position that:  
 
“...regional identity is constructed disproportionately around the kinds of work performed 
there. The region can be conceived as a concentrated network of economic connections 
between producers, suppliers, distributors, and myriad ancillary activities, all located in 
specific urban or rural locations” (Smith 1992:73) 
 
According to Smith‟s approach to the contours of the regional scale, (generalised) structure of 
the cultural, economic and the political constitute the agency for mediating and constructing 
the regional scale. Decisive of the regional identity is thus production/economy and, in some 
ways, industry, that takes part in shaping the life and prosperity of the region. In order to 
grasp the idea of the contours of the regional scale being „trespassed‟ by capital interests, one 
can look at place-specific attributes that may facilitate exploitation (Pile and Keith, 1997); 
characteristics such as the rural areas in Mexico in which there is little choice of employment 
that uphold an entrapment of workers in low wages and poor conditions. Harvey (in ibid) 
would argue that capital exploitation in rural areas are especially perpetuated because of a 
clear unequal differences between urban and rural areas; this is due to how consumption of 
agricultural products or other goods produced outside the urban scope must be low priced for 
urban workers.  
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The contradictions of the global scale  
 
In our following analysis on workers‟ struggle in a particular region in Mexico, the point is 
not to depict the nation-state as the primary scale of action. The focus is largely on the global 
scale as opposed to scales of the local (community and region). Smith argues that because 
global capital has a way of access across scales that allows capital to „jump scales‟ workers 
too should turn their struggles towards international solidarity and cooperation by cause of 
new global hierarchies and a „class system‟ not undividedly determined by the nation-state.  
  
“The working class too can outflank national ruling classes by organizing internationally, 
but despite the long-established ambition that “Workers of the World Unite,” the 
international working class is nowhere as organized as its adversary.” (Smith 1992:75).  
 
That is, the idea of the „global scale‟ or the „global boundaries‟ is also modelled by capital 
activities and circulation. Through the economic lense, the global scale is unified in 
construction. The global scale, according to Smith, is thus patterned by dynamics of unequal 
economic relations inherent to the world market: 
 
“...the global scale has been demarcated less by the political expansion of nationally based 
European capitals; rather it is the internal dynamics of economically uneven development , 
structured according to the specific social and economic relations of capitalist society”  
(Smith 1992:76),  
 
that make up the contours of the global scale. In construing the circulation of capital, and 
how scales of the global economical is constantly reshaped is, to Smith, also to depict the 
conquest of the global scale that involves intertwined histories of conquest: 
 
“Integrally involved were not only projects of class domination but also of oppression, 
especially, but not exclusively, on the basis of race and gender; third world labor forces are 
largely comprised not simply of “workers” but of women workers, black workers, brown 
workers” (Smith 1992:77) 
 
… that are comprised of struggles of both international and national base. Again, it is to 
expand the marxist idea of class struggle and to struggles of postcolonialism, feminism, 
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environmentalism and multiple other movements that constitute a defense of global 
capitalism. 
 
In relation to the ruling geographies of Puebla it is of interest to investigate how the spatiality 
of politics produce and perpetuate a form of „habitual invisibility‟ of the garment workers. 
This „habitual invisibility‟ (Smith, 1992) can be understood in how dominating geographies 
arguably seek to conquest the scale of the workers - community or region - in terms of 
enclosing social activity and prosperity to a form of dependency on capital interests and on 
imposed standards and imposed codes of conduct that normalises the everyday life and 
working conditions that continue to exist in the Puebla.  
 
In Amin‟s explanation of how global history is made from hierarchisation of different 
histories of struggles, Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2004), in extension, provides a way of 
interpreting these power hierarchies as modes of naturalising differences and divide various 
social groups into class hierarchies, relations of domination and racial classifications that are 
constructed by capitalism. The point is, that non-existence is produced and the classifications 
of labour versus capital is constructed by social classifications that identifies various 
attributes, e.g. gender, race, etc. That the relationship between resistance and domination is 
made up of a hierarchy of social classifications. “The inferior ones, because insuperable 
inferior, cannot be a credible alternative to the superior ones” (Santos, 2004:16). 
 
2.3.2 Spatial Dimensions of the Labour-Capital Relationship 
 
The labour-capital relationship has always been at the heart of the organisation of the 
economy and our societies as such, and any changes in this relationship will have direct 
impact on the working life as well as the social organisation of all members of societies. In 
the early days of industrialisation and capitalism, factory owners were dependent on social 
reproduction of the workforce and educated and skilled workers, in the locality in which it 
carried out its operations. However, this spatial dependency undertook radical changes when 
globalisation and outsourcing entered the game (Katz 2001: 709). 
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The new international division of labour 
 
The new international division of labour has affected the labour-capital power balance by 
enhancing the power of transnational corporations (TNC) to escape the areas of strong 
unionisation and strict institutionalised labour processes while, in the process, undermining 
traditional strategies of organised labour (Merk 2009:600). 
 
In the supply chain, the power has in recent times been transferred from the manufacturers to 
TNCs, brands and retailers, for whom the main function is to trade with products made by 
others. In other words, TNCs, especially in the garment industry, have started to own only 
trademarks and not the production facilities, thus increasing their mobility. This change has 
made it possible for global sourcing companies to integrate workers without engaging in 
formal and contractual relations. As a causality of this phenomenon, it is today the 
manufacturers who must take the risks and tasks externalised by the TNCs, including the task 
of recruiting and disciplining a workforce that is adequate flexible and cheap (Bergene 
2007:145 & Merk 2009:600-601). 
 
Globalising capital, localising labour 
 
The tendencies described above have as such not only changed the labour-capital 
relationship, but also altered the scale of economic processes and the spatial organisation of 
it. Merk (2009) points out two processes as reasons for this race to the bottom; ‟globalising 
capital‟ and ‟localising labour‟. He states that ”one of capital‟s key strategic advantage over 
labour is its greater mobility” (Merk 2009:603). Production has been reorganised based on 
the application of information technologies, giving TNCs the ability to pursue a globally 
integrated strategy while at the same time taking advantage of local variations (Harvey 
2014:147 & Bergene 2007:145). This lead in mobility allows TNCs to pit different labour 
localities against each other. Combined with labour being spatially bound to a much higher 
degree, TNCs gain the possibility of choosing a favorable location based on criteria such as 
low wages, low levels of organised labour and laissez-faire environmental legislation. This is 
often referred to as „regime shopping‟, or „the race to the bottom‟, as the divide-and-rule 
strategy undermines labour‟s strategies (Merk 2009:602-603).The race to the bottom is often 
partly sustained and fostered by states, as they maintain and develop legislation and 
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institutions that create an environment, which attracts and satisfies capital (Harvey 2014:154-
158). 
 
There are, however, multiple drivers for labour‟s spatial entrapment and it is as such not only 
a question of capitals lead in mobility, but also a result of a political strategy to downscale 
labour's capacity to advocate its interest. This is seen in different ways of social reorganising 
of the work process such as subcontracting and home-work, that isolate workers and prevent 
collective organising. This involves strategies, which seek to contain workers in limited 
spaces of association, that counters the process of establishing independent and spatially 
unbound labour organisations (Merk 2009:603). These processes thus underpins the notion, 
that ”the ability of an agent to “jump scales” at the expense of those confined to a local 
space greatly increases the power of the former” (Bergene 2007:144). An analysis of the 
spatial dimension of the labour-capital relationship will tell us, that capital and its agents will 
strive to upscale their activities while, at the same time, seek to downscale bargaining and 
other union activities and, thereby, limit labour struggle to the national or even to factory 
level (Merk 2009:603). Swyngedouw argues in the same line of argument, that globalisation 
of production happened as a result of TNC‟s ‟jumping scales‟ enabling the escape from 
national legislation and enhancing their competitiveness. According to Massey, ”the power to 
move, and even more important, the power to move more than others, is of huge social 
significance, and the relatively mobile strive to tie down their counterparts in place.”  
(Bergene 2007:145). 
 
Upscaling labour 
 
In the context of globalised production and its consequences, several calls have been made 
for the necessity of upscaling the strategies and policy of organised labour, even if its grounds 
are local (Katz 2001:72; Bergene 2007:142). Labour is far behind by the means of mobility, 
but workers do have the possibility to “pursue their causes on a broader socio-geographic 
terrain, a process often referred to as „jumping scale‟” (Merk 2009:600). For example, the 
labour struggle can be upscaled from spaces of production to spaces of consumption by 
targeting and linking sweatshop practices to well-known brands (Merk 2009:600) and a lot of 
faith and hope has been given to this „bad publicity‟ strategy that follows from the 
restructuring of capitalism (Bergene 2007:147). Processes like this can thus be used to 
attempt to gain leverage over capital, or local and national authorities (Merk 2009:606) and in 
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doing so, workers try to free themselves from the capital‟s strategies of downscaling 
(Bergene 2007:144).  
 
The spatial restructuring of capitalism has altered both class, relations of interest and 
(international) solidarity. Before, the unions were embedded in the nation state and 
followingly, the national agreements between capital and labor reduced internationalism 
between workers. There is now, with fluid capital and reduced power of states, “a growing 
sense of a class polarization and a more direct opposition between labor and capital” 
(Bergene 2007:146). Combined with workers in the global North losing long-fought-for 
benefits and rights through neoliberal austerity policies, this creates possibilities of building 
(international) solidarity on a more equal footing (Bergene 2007:146). 
 
There are, however, also limits to the effects of upscaling labor activities. It has been argued, 
that “scale mediates between cooperation and competition as the benefits derived from 
upscaling can be reaped only if the competition ensuing from local or national loyalties are 
transcended.” (Bergene 2007:144). Here it is exactly the international scale solidarity, that 
must prevent competition between different localities and, as such, limit the advantages of 
mobility (of labour) to avoid the any race to the bottom (Smith (ref. Swyngedouw 1997) in 
Bergene 2007:144). 
 
Despite labour‟s attempts to organise globally, Harvey argues that organised labour has had 
greater success in ”commanding power in places and territories than in controlling space” 
(Bergene 2007:143) and Katz states, that resistance to the mobility of capitalist production 
and the neoliberal practices that follows, has been very limited (Katz 2001:719). 
Consequently, capital has been able to spatially outmaneuver place-bound labour. Harvey 
continues this line of argument in saying that while labour is relatively empowered in place, it 
will soon get disempowered over space (Bergene 2007:143). And, while the increasing 
complexity that followed the the division of labour opened up new vulnerabilities - small 
disruptions in a supply chain can have very large consequences - the same increasing 
complexity and geographical proliferation of ties also provide very strong insurance against 
local anomalies such as strikes (Harvey 2014:124). As scales are dependent on human 
activities, and the construction of scales for production activities is a vital part of the labour-
capital struggle, it follows that scales are not neutral but rather an expression of power 
relationships (Bergene 2007:144). 
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Labour is seen by Grosfoguel (2000) as a „modern agent‟ that is distinctive for the North-
centric idea of a world classification. To constitute a response, global social movement 
unionism is a term covering a nuanced understanding for how social change is not primarily a 
question of economic classes. In view of the collective organising and networking of labour, 
labour must be interpreted in terms of its capabilities of performing the role of a global agent 
and, especially, „labour‟ must be interpreted in the ways it makes sense of its spatial locality 
and politics (Lindell 2009). That is, if labour is to be interpreted as (a global) agent, its must 
be grounded in a deepened understanding of its geography; and hence, the maquiladora 
workers in Puebla must be understood from the ways they make sense of their realities and 
how they make sense and respond to (global) threats. 
 
2.3.3 Organised Labour 
  
From traditional labour movements to social movement unionism 
 
There has been a vital change in how labour movements are functioning since its heydays in 
the twentieth century. Due to the global dynamics and capital processes it can be argued, that 
the traditional European labour movement, with Marxist class perceptions, and a general 
notion of the capitalist market system being unfair, has now changed. The classic notion of 
labour unions is being opposed by several worldwide movements. According to Lambert 
(2002), the population, of what previously was identified as a homogenous group of workers, 
are losing their conviction in „we can still do something‟ against the forces that are 
oppressing. This is due to the age of globalisation, where:  
 
“(...) tariff reduction, financial deregulation and workplace restructuring has created deep 
insecurity and personal suffering is generally viewed as inevitable, facets of the economic 
landscape that cannot be altered ” (Lambert 2002:186).  
 
It has been suggested that „the general labour movement‟ needs a redefinition of itself and a 
vibrant example of new strategies in achieving change in response to globalisation and 
neoliberal forces can be found within „social movement unionism‟ (SMUs), that currently is 
both emerging and well-existing. The social movement unionism can be divided into a 
political approach, which is mostly marked as subordinations of political parties and a social 
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approach - a more inclusive strategy that connects different society movements in an attempt 
to reflect a collective will (Lambert 2002:185-186).  
  
Social movement unionism can be typified by an issue-based focus, which potentially attracts 
a wide range of citizens. The core of the unification is people with shared experiences, that 
join together in collective action trying to improve or challenge a current situation or specific 
roles and issues imposed by social institutions, corporations etc. An essentiality within the 
SMU‟s structure is to be transcending in their work with improvement of wages and working 
conditions, which is obtained by aiming at partly commitment to collective action and partly 
that these social alliances are forged not only at work but beyond that. Furthermore, the age 
of globalisation stresses a much more global outlook, and the local SMUs that, therefore, 
need to collaborate on global initiatives This gives a breeding ground for what can be notified 
as GSMU (Global Social Movement Unionism), where several SMUs joins together in a 
global movement. SIGTUR serves an example of this. (Lambert 2002:197-199). The sense of 
unification means that the SMUs often are subject to a strongly shared identity between its 
members. “Movement power resides in persons uniting in a common cause” (Lambert 
2014:122), which explains how citizens around the world have the aspiration of creating a 
shared union, because of the common experiences of exploitation, racism, repression etc. 
This has been referred to as a „Southern Identity‟ (Lambert 2014:123). 
  
Improvement of labour conditions is locally based  
  
Another perspective in the South-South connection is that there is a need for situating the 
Southern actions in the centre of struggles and stop exaggerating the limited effect from 
Northern initiatives (Wells 2009:577). The division of labour that places the headquarters and 
management in the Global North and the production in the global South has generated 
Northern based initiatives and solidarity actions such as CSR and Anti-Sweatshop 
Movements, which role can be argued to be both: “exaggerated and misinterpreted”(Wells 
2009:568). Furthermore, does the common perception of the importance of CSR and Anti 
Sweatshop Movements often diminishes the actual significance of the Southern worker‟s own 
actions in improving their conditions (Wells 2009:568).  
 
According to Wells, CSR strategies often tries to introduce a „code of conduct‟ at the working 
places in an attempt to constrain violation of rights (for example child labour, no payment, 
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inedible served food etc.) and comes with a guarantee of a being upheld by a monitoring 
manager hired directly by the corporations. However, there has been a sincere lack of 
evidence that this is actually working, and it is a fact that the market forces in general 
pressures every labour enforcement by focusing heavily on production and the best 
opportunities for competition. In fact, factories with the highest labour standards are often 
more likely to lose production contracts and are forced to close down. This leaves workers 
unemployed as well as it sends a message to the producing factories: that nothing is to be 
gained by code compliance. Northern initiated movements, also called TANS (transnational 
advocacy networks), which could be Anti-Sweatshop-Movements, often try to fight against 
„uneven globalisation‟ by opposing against dominant neoliberal institutions, organising 
demonstrations and boycotts etc. These are often well-meaning actors, but the Northern 
initiatives draw attention to a certain cause is often at the risk of creating a „boomerang 
effect‟, since the action tends to glorify the Northern based initiatives and diminishing the 
acknowledgement from locally based actions in the South (Wells 2009:571).  
  
Consequently, it has been argued, that the Northern initiatives have to be seen as a 
supplement to the local struggles from the workers and their allies, wherefrom most social 
change is emerged from. There are several examples and case studies on how localised 
struggle have been the main drive in strategies for achieving social change. When solidarity 
networks from the North has an effect, is this mostly showed in the reinforcement of local 
activists‟ own strategies such as work blockades, strikes, demonstrations etc. (Wells 
2009:569-570) 
 
Working class resistance 
 
Another perspective on how an effective resistance is gained, is conferred by Harvey, who 
argues that resistance should target only one oppressing power structure at a time, and 
according to Harvey, this power structure should be the capitalist exploitation of the working 
class (Pile & Keith 1997:5). This is exemplified in his analysis of a fire disaster at a factory in 
1991 in North Carolina in the United States. There, 25 workers were killed, and even though 
18 of the workers were women and 12 African Americans, the identity that all of the 25 
shared was that of their occupation as industry workers, which is interpreted further by 
Harvey; 
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“The commonality that cuts across race and gender lines in this instance is quite obviously 
that of class, and it is hard not to see the immediate implication what a simple, traditional 
form of class politics could have protected the interests of women and minorities as well as 
those white males.” (Harvey 1993 in Pile & Keith 1997:7) 
 
In his analysis, mobilisation of identities such as that of race and gender, would not be 
sufficient in achieving change, and thus it is argued that they should even be marginalised to 
give space for an effective class-based resistance: 
  
“when a relatively coherent class force encounters a fragmented opposition which cannot 
even conceive of its interests in class terms, the result is hardly in doubt” (Harvey 1993 in 
Pile & Keith, 1997:7) 
  
Consequently, Harvey argues that mobilisation around class or worker identity has eroded as 
other strategies of mobilisation (such as that of gender or race) has emerged. Thus, the „new 
social movements‟ have unfortunately, if unintended, undermined the class mobilisation and 
struggle. Harvey is not blind for issues related to e.g. racist and sexist behavior, but he claims 
that it is shared class-exploitation experiences, that can unite radical politics (Pile and Keith, 
1997:8). 
 
3. Background 
 
In this chapter we give an insight to the context of the maquila industry, by looking, for 
example, at trade agreements, the political landscape and the demography of Puebla. We will 
also introduce the five organisations examined in the analysis and discussion. 
 
3.1 The Maquiladora Industry in Puebla, Mexico  
 
Our project‟s cases are focused on the area of Puebla, a state located in central-eastern 
Mexico. It consist of 217 municipalities and it‟s capital is Heroic Puebla de Zaragoza. The 
population of Puebla is over 5,9 million inhabitants, which ranks it as fifth in comparison to 
the other 31 states in Mexico. Out of the whole population in Puebla, about 600 000 are 
Indigenous, according to the Puebla State Government. The majority of the whole population, 
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72% to be exact, lives in urban areas (Puebla State Government 2015). The North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) has had a significant impact on Puebla, because of the 
growth it has stimulated in the maquiladora industry  
 
NAFTA came to effect in 1994. Before that, under the Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(PRI) lead governments, Mexico‟s economic policies were mainly focused on „import 
substitution industrialisation‟ (ISI) (Compa 2003:5). According to Compa (2003:5), this 
strategy proved to be working, at least in some ways, for years as steady economic growth 
followed, although, most of the labour unions were in the category of official unions and the 
working conditions were not good. However, starting in the 1970‟s, there was a growing 
economic pressure to change the ISI policies, as the economy started to stagnate. Rising 
interest rates and declining oil prices led Mexico to a financial downfall, which finally led to 
the debt crisis of 1982. 
 
Pressure from international financial institutions and the financial crisis forced the 
government to begin to change the Mexican policies towards building a neoliberalist 
economy, open to foreign investment and competition. As a part of this, Mexico signed into 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1986, reduced trade restrictions and 
privatised many of the state companies, for example (BTI 2014:3-4). Then in 1992 the 
NAFTA was signed by US, Canada and Mexico (Compa 2003:5). However, the NAFTA was 
not implemented until 1994. The delay was partly due to struggles in the United States 
concerning NAFTA‟s social dimension, the NAALC (North American Agreement on Labor 
Cooperation). In the end, labour unions did not receive any part in building the NAALC. 
Compa (2003:6) suggests that the NAALC failed to create a system, which could effectively 
intervene in many of workers‟ rights issues. In practice, the sanctions can only be applied, if 
the issue concerns minimum wages, child labour or occupational safety (Bolle 2001:1). 
 
One of the areas in Puebla, in which the maquila industry plays a very heavy role, is 
Tehuacan Valley; a municipality in southeast Puebla. It is predominantly inhabited by people 
with an indigenous Indian culture, and was known as the „City of Indians‟. However, after the 
dramatic increase in maquiladora factories in the area, the Tehuacan Valley has become 
particularly known for its jeans production and is therefore named as the „Blue Jeans Capital‟ 
(MSN 2003:17). The original indigenous culture in the Tehuacan Valley is losing influence, 
as the younger inhabitants are abandoning the rural areas to start working in factories in the 
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urban areas, and only a few, mainly older people, are left to cultivate the land and preserve 
their culture, language and way of life. Moreover, many of the religious rituals connected 
with water are deteriorating, as the jeans factories are claiming the right over some of the 
rivers and water supplies, and jeans production is polluting some of the rivers with chemicals 
from dying and producing jeans (MSN 2003:9-15). 
 
The maquiladora factories can be divided into three main categories. In the first category are 
the „large consortiums‟, which supply the international brands and which have a direct 
relationship to US retailers. A consortium is a union of companies and factories that aims to 
solve a common task, which would have been too big to solve alone for each company 
(Oxford Dictionaries 2015). The „medium-sized companies‟ are usually more independent in 
the sense that they are not part of consortium and produce for both US and domestic brands 
and retailers. Workers of minor age are more common in these factories than in the large 
consortiums. The last category is the „small and clandestine factories‟, often illegal and 
underground, which explains the amount of people working from their homes sewing jeans. 
These small factories are often sub-contractors of medium-sized factories and the employed 
workers get their payment from orders higher above in the system. The work is highly 
repetitive, paid by each piece and occupied by under-age workers (MSN 2003:17-22). The 
large amount of maquiladoras in Puebla, and Tehuacan in particular, explains, at least partly, 
the higher amount of child labour in the area. For example, in 2010 6.29% of 12-14 year olds 
in Puebla were working, which is a slightly more higher than the average in Mexico (4.23%) 
(INEGI 2010). According to Martin Barrios, this is a very common age for people to the 
cities to work in the maquiladora factories (Appendix 3:1). 
 
A typical maquiladora worker in the Puebla region is a woman, often with an Indigenous 
background. Many of the workers speak Indigenous languages and have very little, if any, 
formal education, which makes it harder for them to find out about their rights as workers and 
the legislation concerning labour. Initially many people start working in the agricultural 
sector, growing, for example, coffee or corn, but as the farming rarely produces enough to 
make a decent living for everyone, many move from the highlands to the urban areas and 
start working in the maquila sector. The workers in the maquila sector often end up working 
in the factories for decades (Appendix 3:1). 
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According to reports, there are many different kinds of workers‟ right violations taking place 
in the maquiladoras of Puebla (see for example MSN 2003 and García 2012). Puebla is 
identified as being part of the Geographical Area B, where the minimum wage is at a lower 
level than in Area A (Wage Indicator 2015). In addition, according to the Economic 
Comisión for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 14% of wage earners receive less 
than the set minimum wage (The Economist 2014). Furthermore, reports identify an array of 
violations of working rights, which include, for example, forced pregnancy testing, unhealthy 
and harmful work with toxic chemicals, sexual harassment and abuse, fines and pay 
deductions for mistakes and delays, forced over time, missing or late payment of wages, 
racial discrimination against Indigenous people, child labour, verbal abuse against workers 
(MSN 2003:33-37; Compa 2013:22-30; García 2012:7 & 16). 
 
There are, nonetheless, also some improvements in the working conditions, as Laura Carter 
mentions, that 10 or 20 years ago, the working conditions used to be even worse than what 
they are now, excluding the wage situation (Appendix 2:2-3). The improvements have mainly 
focused on areas such as worker safety. Additionally, there has been a focus on human rights 
by measures, such as the attempt to eliminate child labour and forced pregnancy testing, or 
providing of meals and day-care facilities. However, according to the MSN report, these 
improvements are isolated to those factories that produce for brands sensible to allegations 
against sweatshops. Therefore, these improvements seldom happen in smaller factories with, 
for example, domestic export, where the external pressure from anti-sweatshop movements 
seems to lack influence (MSN 2003:37-38). 
 
3.2 Different Organisational Approaches 
 
There are several different organisations attempting to enhance the working conditions in the 
global South through work with trade unions. In this project we look into five organisations, 
and their organisational approaches to social change. These particular organisations are 
looked at as examples of different kinds of organisational approaches to achieving change in 
the labour sector. 
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3F 
 
The 3F (Fagligt Fælles Forbund) is a Danish trade union, which also works abroad to 
strengthen its sister unions in countries producing for the global market. The 3F‟s sister 
unions are all unions that organise workers in the same divisions as 3F in Denmark (Nielsen, 
Appendix 1:1), which are industry, transport, public sector, construction, „green‟ occupations 
(gardeners and animal keepers, for example) and private sector service (3F 2005:24-25). 
According to Nielsen (Appendix 1:4), the 3F prefers to work with unions, which organise 
around a sector of work rather than an ideology. 
 
The main goals for 3F‟s international work are ensuring the workers right to organise, so that 
they can pursue issues such getting a decent pay (3F 2005:13). These goals are pursued by 
attempting to enhance the use of three different pillars: state intervention (setting appropriate 
labour laws, and making sure they are implemented, for example), enhancing workers 
organisation abilities and international campaigning. In practice 3F organises and facilitates 
solidarity groups and projects where sister organisations can share their experiences. Another 
form of work the 3F uses is placing pressure on labels and governments through e-mails and 
newsletters, for example, which are also used for trying to involve and inform more people 
about the rights violations happening in some of the countries with sister organisations 
(Appendix 1:10-11). It is one of the key issues to the 3F that the sister organisations must be 
seen as equal to 3F, and the 3F does not want to substitute the sister organisations or tell them 
what they should or should not do specifically ( Appendix 1:7). 
 
IndustriALL 
 
IndustriALL defines itself as a global union. They work in the sectors of mining, energy and 
manufacturing, which includes the garment industry, in 140 countries around the world 
focusing on improving workers‟ rights and conditions. One of the most important parts of this 
is enhancing the labours right to organise independently and use bargaining power 
(IndustriALL 2015). 
 
Like 3F, IndustriALL also aims for unionising on the sectoral or national level rather than on 
the factory level. IndustriALL argues for sectorial organising, because factory level 
organising often excludes precarious workers as they are not directly employed by the factory 
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(IndustriALL 2014:7), and because strong unions have more strength in bargaining. Due to 
this, one of IndustriALL‟s main tasks is “helping unions to move from that situation: from a 
multiplicity of small, fragmented unions, to unions that are stronger and more united and 
have a more sectoral focus” (Appendix 2:4). The IndustriALL does this through projects, 
where unions of IndustriALL meet with other unions of the same sectors work together 
towards building union power and mobilising more people (Appendix 2:4). 
 
The global aspect of IndustriALL‟s work also gives them a solid base for the solidarity work 
they do (Appendix 2:5). Another way, in which IndustriALL often works, is implementing 
pressure on, and discussing with, the brands that use the maquiladora manufacturers. 
According to Carter (Appendix 2:7), IndustriALL has worked to get the brands to pay enough 
to the manufacturers, so that they could not go behind brands and blame them for not paying 
the workers enough. 
 
The Comisión 
 
The Comisión is short for The Human Rights Commission of the State of Puebla. It works, 
among other things, with the maquiladora workers in the Puebla region to enhance their 
working conditions and stop the rights violations happening in the factory. It also has a 
department, which is located and specialised in the city of Tehuacan, which is the centre of 
maquiladora industry in Puebla. The Comisión gives legal advice, defends workers in trials, 
educates people on human and workers‟ rights, trains people how to organise or make public 
demonstrations and receives complaints of human rights violations, for instance (CDH Puebla 
and Appendix 3:3). In addition, the Comisión has connections to other organisations in 
Mexico, US, Canada and Europe, with whom the Comisión shares solidarity, and they 
support one anothers‟ campaigns, for example (Appendix 3:4). 
 
According to Barrios, the Comisión‟s view on forming independent unions in the 
maquiladora garment sector is very difficult in Tehuacan, as “...it‟s a very difficult situation 
in Mexico because the government (PRI, right-winged) and the political labour in the 
Mexican government have much hate against independent unions and they only want official 
unions.” (Appendix 3:2). He further continues, that it is in the workers interests to organise 
on other identities than labour, such as ethnicity or ideals, as these are other groups, who are 
also discriminated and violated by the acts of the government (Appendix 3:7). 
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SIGTUR 
 
SIGTUR (Southern Initiatives on Globalisation & Trade Union Rights) is a network of trade 
unions from four continents: Latin America, Africa, Asia and Oceania, and the basic structure 
of SIGTUR is more of a political collaboration and not as much a geographical situated 
solidarity. SIGTUR aims for facilitating discussion and debate, in order to attempt forming a 
more unified voice of the workers of the Global South, and to form South-South connections 
through which to share organisational experiences. In addition, SIGTUR aspires to be “a 
space to develop an alternative vision to that of neo-liberal globalisation” (SIGTUR), with 
having a main placed on those without rights and SIGTUR imposes a resistance against the 
dominant neoliberal forces and free market strategies. Finally, SIGTUR wants to aid in 
gathering union power (Lambert 2011:1-2). 
 
SIGTUR is based on a three-step way in achieving social change: democratic, action-
orientated and allied with other social movements, such as Indigenous cultures, and it has 
been argued that SIGTUR distinguishes itself from more conventional European trade unions 
by being: “borne out of struggle in which conventional trade unionism was not willing to or 
able to participate” (Dobrusin 2014:156). In practise, SIGTUR works through organising 
meetings for its members, campaigns and protests or boycotts aimed at pressuring 
governments and brands (Lambert 2011:4). 
 
The Maquila Solidarity Network 
 
The Maquila Solidarity Network (MSN) is an organisation focusing on women‟s rights and 
labour rights in Mexico and Central America. Their work has been conducted by organising 
solidarity groups and networks, campaigning and building awareness, for example. The aim 
of MSN is “to strengthen their capacity to challenge the negative impacts of globalization on 
workers in the global garment industry.” (MSN 2014a). MSN also regards the cooperation of 
the North and South as very important, in questions regarding the global economy. The MSN 
closed it‟s campaigning and public education programs in the end of 2014, but continues to 
work together with their partner groups in issues related to the garment industry (MSN 
2014b).  
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4. Analysis part I 
 
In the first analysis part, we wish to address our first working question: How do the 
legislative framework and the spatial dimensions of capital and labour constraints 
mobilisation of workers‟ resistance?This is conducted by firstly examining the labour 
legislation in Mexico, and secondly by looking at cases evolved from the area of Puebla.  
 
4.1 Labour Legislation in Mexico 
 
The legal and political framework in which the workers in Mexico are trying to organise and 
bargain for better working conditions is very complex, like one might assume. In this part we 
will take a look at some of the legal issues, policies and traditions which have an enormous 
impact on how the workers can organise in Mexico. 
 
The Mexican legislation in theory and practice  
 
Like in many countries with workers‟ right issues, many of the workers‟ rights are secured by 
law in Mexico, in principle (Appendix 2:9). The constitution guarantees workers‟ rights to 
strike, to bargain, to organise, get pay on maternity leave and receive other social benefits 
(Schiaffino 2013:1). In addition, Mexico has other laws affecting the labour field, such as the 
Federal Labour Law (FLL), which was renewed in 2012. The FLL 2012 brought many 
reforms, which aim, for example, to diminish gender discrimination and enhance union 
transparency (Sander, 2013:2-4), but, according to the Human Rights Watch (2014), it has 
failed in many ways to accomplish these aims. Mexico has also ratified many of the 
international workers‟ rights instruments, like for instance, ILO‟s Convention No. 29 on 
Forced Labour, Convention No. 87 on Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to 
Organise, and Convention No. 100 on Equal Remuneration. Mexico‟s labour laws are federal, 
which means that they apply in all states. However, the enforcement of the laws is divided 
between state and federal authorities depending on the reach of the industry, which may leave 
space for different interpretations of the laws in different states. The maquiladora factories 
are generally considered to fall under the state enforced laws (Compa 2003:9-10). 
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Though many instruments used to protect the workers seem to be in place in Mexico, the 
practices and policies are often used to undermine the workers efforts. The problems arise 
from the question of how the laws are implemented, and Compa (2003:10) suggests that the 
most significant problem seems to be the selective enforcement of the laws. An example of 
this is the way in which unions are treated. Like mentioned above, in principle forming 
unions and organising is a right, which is guaranteed by the constitution. And, according to 
experts, such as Carter (Appendix 2:3), forming a strong and independent union, which also 
has influence on other scales than the local factory, should be the main focus of unions, as it 
is the only way to make permanent changes. However, the labour laws force the workers to 
organise on a local factory basis (Appendix 1:3-4). By restraining and discouraging the 
possibilities of labour to organise in bigger unions on the national scale, their chances of 
reaching for bargaining power in a way that both Carter and Nielsen advocate for, are 
significantly narrowed down (Appendix 2:3). Thus, the structuring and use of the labour 
legislation works to downscale labour, meaning that the workers are unable to take their 
struggles to other scalar levels while maintaining the capitals at a dominant level. 
 
One union policy and protection contracts  
 
Another legislative issue that leads to the unequal and selective treatment of unions, is that 
only one union is allowed to represent a factory at a time in a company (García 2012:8). The 
law makes it very difficult to form a new union to represent the workers legally, if there is 
already one union representing the factory workers. According to Barrios (Appendix 3:2-3), 
the problem is not to create a union, it is to make the union legal in the eyes of law. This 
problem is a very significant one, especially in cases, where the existing union is what can be 
called an official union. Official unions are often formed without consulting the workers and 
their main agenda is to protect the employer from having to attend to the rights of the 
workers. Because of this, and the fact that attempting to form an independent union can result 
in, for example, losing one‟s job, the leaders of official unions have a firm grip on control 
over representing the labour (BTI 2014:9). Official unions and employers are thus trying to 
move the struggle of forming an independent union to a level, which is very difficult to reach 
by the workers in the factory.  
 
In addition to forming an official union, another strategy used by employers to inhibit the 
workers from organising are the so called „protection contracts‟. A protection contract looks 
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like normal a collective bargaining agreement (CBA) meant to clarify and state workers right 
to organise, for instance. However, instead of being written and signed by employers and 
workers or a their representatives, a protection contract are formed in most cases by an 
official union or a lawyer and the employer part (Appendix 1:4). The main aim of a 
protection contract is to stop workers from forming independent unions. Sometimes workers 
are forced to sign a „fraud CBA‟ (aka. a protection contract) when they start working in a 
factory. It is also common, that workers do not even know about the existence of such an 
agreement or its‟ content. Some estimate, that up to 90% of CBAs filed with the Mexican 
labour boards are these so called protection contracts (Compa 2003:14-15). This can also be 
seen as a way of building obstacles for workers trying to reach the scales in which they could 
attempt to make differences on their own working conditions. Downscaling labour by 
creating official unions or protection contracts not only moves the scale of collective 
bargaining to a different one than where the workers are situated, but also ties down workers 
into their scale. 
 
Government and state officials 
 
The access to the scale, in which collective bargaining takes place, is also made harder by 
actors such as the Federal and State Conciliation and Arbitration Boards (also called the 
CABs), which enforce the majority of the labour laws and handle disputes concerning 
workers‟ rights within states. The CABs are formed by representatives of three actors: the 
government, management of corporations and labour, which is mainly represented by the 
official unions (Compa 2003:10). In Puebla, the local labour board is called the Puebla 
Council for Labor Conciliation and Arbitration (JLCA) (García 2012:3). The CABs have 
been seen to favour unions, whose ideals follow the ones of the state and government policies 
(Compa 2003:10). This creates another obstacle to forming a new legally operational trade 
union, as the CABs need to accept the petitions for union formation (Appendix 3:3). Barrios 
sees the situation as very difficult for independent unions: “Because in the labour law, the 
labour authorities, they never let - in the future - that we can exist. Like legalize” (Appendix 
3:5). The CABs, therefore, act as a very effective fence surrounding the scale of legislatively 
valid trade unions. To exceed his fence, the workers have to attempt to reach for other scales 
for help on pressuring the CABs, as we shall see in section 4.2. 
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In Mexico, the corporatist system, in which many of the institutions work to benefit the 
government, has its‟ roots in the years when the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)2 
began its‟ domination of the politics in Mexico. The leaders of the official unions made sure 
that the workers voted for PRI, and the PRI gave seats in the Congress to the union leaders in 
return (Compa 2003:4). There was a break in the dominance and presidency of the PRI, 
which began in 2000 when the National Action Party (PAN) won the election. However, the 
PRI continued to have a great number of members in numerous state and local governments, 
and in 2012, the current president Enrique Peña Nieto from the PRI won the election 
(Encyclopedia Britannica 2013) . Therefore, the system benefitting the government has 
continued to thrive in Mexico for, more or less, continuously over 80 years (Compa 2003:13).  
 
According to our interviewees, corruption has a strong and destructive influence in Mexico. 
Nielsen (Appendix 1:6-7) states, that corruption can be seen in the work of the political 
parties, and it is also relatively easy to corrupt a trade union, due to the poorness of many 
workers. Nielsen further notes that the corruption also damages the effectiveness of 
inspections at the factories, since many of the inspectors are also widely known to be corrupt, 
which the factory managers take advantage of. In addition, crime has also become involved in 
politics, as according to Barrios “And the mafia, the narco cartels, the are so close with the 
PRI. It is part of the same culture. The narcos are ruling this country, so it is a pretty difficult 
situation” (Appendix 3:6) 
 
Pursuing capital 
 
There are probably multiple or complex reasons and mechanisms, which drive the 
government or the state to act the way it does in relation to workers‟ rights. According to 
Barrios, in Mexico, the main reasons focus around the neoliberal aspirations of the 
government policies:  
 
“And the government, they are making more poor people. They are working to make benefits 
to the multinationals, and they don't make a pretty good, and they don't make a very good, 
labour, social, cultural or education condition to the people” (Appendix 3:5).  
 
                                                 
2 The PRI is historically perceived to be nationalist but it swings between ideologies (The 
Mexican Institute‟s Election Guide, 2015) 
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Harvey (2014:154-159) explains this with the relationship between states and capital. In order 
for a state to benefit from capital investments, it needs to build an attractive environment, that 
can accommodate capital interests. Under a growing pressure of capital, which is able to 
move around fluently due to the developments in technology, the: 
 
“State powers and practices have been more and more directed to satisfying the demands of 
corporations and bondholders, often at the expense of citizens. This entails strong state 
support for the creation of a good business climate favourable to capital. The result in many 
instances is that states can be doing very well while their populations fare poorly” (Harvey 
2014:158).  
 
In practise this means setting and implementing laws, regulations and practices, which attract 
capital, such as inhibiting workers organising and so keeping wage level low, or 
implementing low taxation on companies. In effect, all of these actions effectively down-
scale labour and erode the workers efforts of unionising and bargaining collectively. It can 
also be said, that the government is attempting to upscale its‟ own position in the struggle for 
capitalist gains. 
 
Sub-conclusion - Our analysis have shown how legislation, practices and policies 
continuously inhibit the workers from reaching the scalar positioning, in which collective 
bargaining takes place. Though the legislation itself is relatively contemporary and should fit 
the needs of protecting the workers, in reality, the situation is very different. The selective 
enforcement of the laws forces trade unions to organise at factory level, which, combined 
with the one union -policy, protection contracts and official unions, sets a scenery, in which it 
is extremely difficult to independent unions to form. In addition, the corporatist institutions 
create barriers, which seem to be virtually impossible to overcome without the help from 
other actors on different scalar levels. In effect, the government and the states push the 
workers‟ rights to a narrow space, while reaching for capitalist gains. 
 
4.2 Cases 
 
In this section we will look at two examples of attempts to form and register independent 
unions in the Puebla region in Mexico. The strategy was mainly focused on pressuring brands 
through a bad publicity approach. As both of the cases are from the same area in Mexico, 
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they are bound by the same laws and institutions, which enforce them. They both also employ 
people with similar backgrounds and produce for well-known brands. 
 
In 2000 a new labour rights advocacy organisation; the Centro de Apoyo al Trabajador 
(Workers‟ Support Centre, CAT) was established in Puebla. It was created out of a network 
of representatives from the U.S.-based United Students against Sweatshops (USAS), 
representatives from Mexican labour organisations and workers leaders, who had emerged 
out of a recent dispute in a factory in Puebla. The CAT gained funding from the American 
Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organisations and others and soon became an 
NGO with office and full time staff (García 2013:114-117). Soon, the CAT got involved in a 
handful of disputes in factories in Puebla, where they attempted to establish the link between 
criticisable conditions and million-dollar brands (García 2013:114-128). In others words, they 
tried to upscale the struggle of the workers from factory-level to a transcontinental scale by 
including the space of consumption in the struggle. As we shall see, this was a strategy with 
mixed results. 
 
The Matamoros Garment factory - localised labour and globalised capital 
 
One of the first disputes the CAT got involved in, was in the Matamoros Garment factory. 
The most important worker complaint was wage irregularities, as workers were constantly 
missing payments or paid too late. The CAT planned to engage foreign actors over violations 
of a code of conduct, ultimately aiming to force the owners to negotiate under economic 
threats (Gracía 2013:118). The factory sewed for a number of brands, but Puma was chosen 
as target because of its name recognition and because it is based in Germany and thus 
allowed the involvement of the German Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC). The hope was, that 
pushing Puma would lead the company to pressure the factory management to improve 
working conditions and support the establishment of the independent union, for which the 
workers had filed an application on January 20, 2003 (Gracía 2013:118-119). 
Simultaneously, the CCC also provided information to consumers and activists via its website 
where it also encouraged visitors to pressure local Mexican authorities via fax and email 
(CCC website). Thus, the campaign was almost solely organised around the bad-publicity 
strategy. 
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When the CCC approached Puma with the events at Matamoros Garment, they rejected any 
responsibility for the conditions, as the factory was a subcontractor for Puma but had no other 
direct link to the company. Furthermore, Puma claimed to have subsequently cancelled its 
contract with the maquila and thus no longer had a business relationship (García 2013:119). 
Here, we clearly see two consequences of the reorganisation of the production in play. In the 
first argument, Puma is able to avoid responsibility for the workers and their conditions using 
the subcontracting argument. In the second argument, the phenomena of globalised and fluid 
capital becomes very real; by moving contacts from subcontractor to subcontractor, brands 
can avoid being locked down into localities and thus avoid downscaling. 
 
After this, a longer process of argument over responsibility and conditions followed, which 
ultimately led Puma to invite the CAT to Germany. There, they agreed to place new orders in 
the factory, accepted independent monitoring and agreed to support the use of secret ballot in 
the expected union election. However, these promises were never fulfilled and on March 17 
2003, the factory was closed due to debt issues. In the end, the workers lost their jobs the 
union‟s registration was denied (García 2013:119-120). 
 
This is an example of localised labour and globalised capital. But, when we look closer, there 
seem also to be other stories in play. So we can start by asking, who won and who lost in the 
case of Matamoros Garment? The workers definitely lost both their jobs and possibly also 
some faith in unionising. But did capital win? Puma got off scot free, hence a victory for 
them. The management of Matamoros Garment saw their factory close down because of lack 
of orders. Hence, this could be determined as a loss too. So we see that ‟capital‟ is not just 
one player, but that different actors of capital also possess different capabilities of movability 
and agility and that manufacturers truly must internalise the risks externalised by the TNCs. 
 
Ajalpan - when upscaling backfires 
  
Later that year, the CAT got involved in a similar dispute at the Tarrant sewing facility in 
Ajalpan, Puebla. In short, the strategies employed by the CAT and the factory workers were 
largely the same. One difference was, that the Tarrant was part of a production chain and the 
CAT rationalised, that pressure from brands would be more effective on a consortium than on 
a single factory, because it could potentially harm the whole production chain if the brands 
pulled their orders (García 2013:120-121). The first brand target was Levi Strauss, but this 
51 
quickly backfired. Levi‟s sent a representative to the factory but when he was denied access 
to the factory Levi‟s pulled out, as their code mandates them to do so, if a subcontractor does 
not follow compliance. Following this, the CAT tried to connect to a number of well-known 
brands to the plant, but as the connections were thin and short-lived, it quickly became an 
extremely complex and messy strategy. Soon, other retailers started to pull their orders too. 
As the CAT was busy struggling draw in a brand, they never switched strategy to confront 
the threat of the impending closure of the factory (García 2013:122-123). 
 
As in the Matamoros Garment-case, the workers had filed an application to the JLCA (the 
labour board, see chapter 4.1) for the establishment of an independent union. When the 
application was denied, the CAT filed an appeal to a higher authority, which could potentially 
force the JLCA to accept the independent union. Meanwhile, the entire Tarrant chain was 
closing down, and the workers interjected, as they wanted to switch the strategy to find an 
exit strategy that would ensure full severance pay when the factory shut down. However, the 
CAT wanted to stick with the appeal strategy. They reasoned that the factory was going to 
close, but that the appeal potentially could have secondary effects, as it could establish 
precedent for acceptance of independent unions in other factories (Gracía 2013:123-124). 
 
Thus a dispute of strategy between the workers and the CAT took shape. In the end, some 
workers accepted the offers from plant management to take severance pay in exchange for 
revoking the appeal, which was then denied. Ultimately, the CAT blamed the workers for the 
denial of the appeal, while the workers blamed the CAT for using the movement to build 
international alliances instead of focusing on helping the workers. Some workers painted the 
CAT as opportunists from the city, who had no business in their problems (Gracía 2013:124). 
 
Turning to the learnings from this case, let us now look at the question of scaling, as there 
seems to be multiple agendas at stake here. First of all, the CAT again attempted to upscale 
the space of struggle to include the place of consumption. This time, this strategy worked 
even worse than in the case of Matamoros Garment and Puma. The contracting-situation was 
so complex, that the CAT failed to establish a solid connection and the attempts to drag in a 
number of different brands only differentiated the momentum. This reveals another capital-
advantage which adds to Harvey's thoughts on the increasing complexity and ‟geographical 
proliferation of ties‟; brands transient contracts with factories increase their ability much 
faster than labour. Secondly, the conflict that arose between the CAT and the workers also 
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has spatial dimensions. After the denial of the union registration and when the factory was 
about to close down, the CAT wanted to continue the upscaling strategy with the filing of the 
appeal, in the sense that even though it was then no longer a transnational struggle, the appeal 
was not only local, as it was fixed on other factories than the Tarrant plant. At the same time, 
the workers wanted to return to a more localised scale to negotiate an agreement with 
management and thus, it can be said that the workers wanted to downscale the strategy. In the 
end the consequences of the two actors now following different scalar strategies turned out to 
be decisive. 
 
Another point, which should be taken under scrutiny in these cases, is the role of the CAT in 
the negotiations. Carter argues, that it is the workers and their unions who should be doing 
the negotiations with the employers - not an organisation, which is not a part of the particular 
struggle themselves (Appendix 2:11). It is a very important aspect, as the workers are the 
ones, whose needs and demands should be taken into account in the negotiations. Even more 
importantly, it is the workers, who will have to live with the consequences of the struggles 
and campaigns.  
 
Even though in this case, the actor stepping up to represent the workers was from the Global 
South, it has many similar traits as Well‟s (2009:568) analysis of the negative effects of 
Global North actors intervening in struggles happening in the Global South, such as 
diminishing the effect of the workers‟ own actions. 
 
Sub-conclusion - In the cases presented, the main strategy was to pinpoint well-known labels 
and pressure them into demanding, and pay for, better working conditions in the factories 
they were subcontracting their garment production to in Puebla. This strategy can be 
classified as up-scaling the workers struggle and gain support from other scalar levels. But, 
despite the high hopes of some organisations, this „bad publicity‟-strategy does not always 
work as expected, due to the complexity and continuous changes in the production chains. 
Subcontracting production enables TNCs to never anchor their production permanently to a 
specific location. Instead, the capital is able to float freely and work with locations with the 
suitable structures. Due to this, the potential negative effects of a given campaigns should 
always be considered, and the workers should have the final say in how far they want to push 
in their attempts to gain better working conditions. 
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5. Analysis Part II 
 
The second part of the analysis aims to investigate: “What strategies for mobilising workers‟ 
resistance are employed by local and international labour organisation?”. This is attempted by 
looking into three different approaches, which counts a local/national approach, a 
transnational solidarity network approach and an approach resided in a strong South-South 
connection.  
 
5.1 Localised Comisión Work and Nationalised Union Power  
  
This part aims to shed light on different strategies in achieving social change within a local 
and a national level proposed by respectively Martin Barrios, who has a direct affiliation with 
the local community and 20 years of experience in working with the Comisión, and by Jesper 
Nielsen and Laura Carter, who have years of experience in working in Central America and 
organising unions. The forwarded suggestions are held up in comparison and debated by 
several involved scholars, such as Neil Smith, Ramón Grosfoguel and Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos.  
  
Politicising the maquila workers 
 
For Barrios an important issue for the Tehuacan Valley is how to organise workers in “the 
important struggle for the liberty of the freedom to unionise”(Appendix 3:1). He claims that 
people should have the right to choose which union they prefer, and he is thereby touching 
upon the struggle to establish independent unions. The population, which these unions are 
representing, the maquila sector, consists of 80 % indigenous people (ibid.) and the workers‟ 
struggle is to a large extent also a question of struggle for rights of indigenous peoples. 
Throughout the interviews, is it evident that Barrios does not have much faith in the Mexican 
government or the national labour party in opposition:  
  
”In the past years the Mexican government have been beating the electricity workers and 
another industry because they had independent unions … So the law is very clear, it‟s very 
easy to make a union, but in real life if you‟re independent, the government never gives you 
the legalisation of the union.” (Appendix 3:2) 
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Because the legislation is hostile towards independent unions, the „real‟ union-work is exiled 
to take place in spaces not recognised by the authorities, or “underground organising” as 
Barrios puts it (Appendix 3:5). In some ways, this labels such work as non-existing or even as 
a target of criminalisation. In addition, Santos‟ (2004) discusses the logic of how non-
existence is produced in relation to domination and inferiorisation. In this line of thought, 
workers‟ independently organised responses enter into a zone where they neither exist, nor 
belong. In the interview, Barrios (Appendix 3) touches upon how especially the labour 
organisers, in many occasions are subjected to an accumulative form of negative 
connotations, and they are blamed for all the „badness‟ that happens to the workers‟ 
livelihoods when the TNCs move the production. This can in part be an explanation of how 
Barrios and his colleagues are accused of being savages in linkage with other „bad guys‟: 
  
“The maquiladora owners hate us, they think we are trouble makers. Every time they close 
the factories they say we are the closers and we say no, you close the factory because you are 
a bad guy and you exploit the people, and when the people organise you close the factory.” 
(Appendix 3:3) 
  
Because of the difficulties of establishing independent unions, the Comisión engages in many 
other mobilising activities. Since many of the workers come from the highlands and have no 
formal education, the Comisión educates the workers about labour legislation and workers‟ 
rights. They facilitate workshops that, by encouraging people to read, watch movies and by 
creating an environment for discussion etc., make it easier for the workers to understand their 
rights, as well as they teach the participants how to make demonstrations and express 
themselves in the media. This illustrates how important the strategy of attempting to politicise 
the maquila workers is for the Comisión (Appendix 3:3). 
  
Union power at a national level 
 
Both Carter and Nielsen point to the severe level of corruption in Mexico as a key issue 
within the union work, as well as protection contracts, labour laws etc., which largely control 
any union organising (Appendix 1:4-6 and 2:4). Since the political system is over all corrupt, 
and the union structure is largely fragmentised, a clear limitation is that the unions are not 
organising at a national level, which could strengthen their bargaining power (Appendix 2:3). 
For both 3F and IndustriALL, the main aspect of their solidarity work is the aim of 
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empowering unions at a national scale and make small and fragmented unions merge together 
in a stronger and more united focus. According to Carter, this is done by organising, and by: 
“Try to build a little bit more unity at the national level and then be able to bring together 
unions regionally, in order to, have a more coordinated approach” (Appendix 2:4), which is 
necessary to achieve any role in negotiations concerning labour rights (Appendix 2:4). 
 
Nielsen identifies several problems with what he calls „personal power struggles„ in the 
Central American tradition of organising. This is due to the fact that this way of organising is 
quite commonly linked to certain ideologies, religious beliefs, charismatic leaders etc., which 
often leads to the unions fighting each other instead of fighting the system (Appendix 1:4). 
Turning to the local scale, it seems like Barrios and the Comisión are using considerable 
amounts of time in fighting local factory owners, who are using physical enforcements and 
imposing bad and diminishing reputations against the Comisión‟s works. For example, 
Barrios has been subjected to false accusations, campaigns against his work, imprisonment, 
death threats etc. several times, as well as, the workers he is advocating for, have lost their 
jobs and subsequently been blacklisted by the factory owners (Appendix 3:2). 
 
Such harassment or 'union busting' could potentially be decreased or avoided by applying 
Carter and Nielsen‟s approach. However, Barrios is emphasising that he, and the Comisión, 
have a close affiliation with the local population (Appendix 3:3). The situated understanding, 
that Barrios and the Comisión have from many years of human rights work in the area, may 
be so meaningful and effective that a national workers‟ union could be alienating from the 
workers. However, 3F is aiming at the local level by approaching the national level, because: 
  
“It is at the national level that they (read: the unions) have to build capacity to train at a local 
level – capacity to advocacy activists at a local level … Normally, it is not the at the factory, 
that can run at a international level, networks etc. It is a key value in our strategy to support 
national federations to become stronger associations.” (Appendix 1:6) 
 
This argument of national agents assuming the appropriate size for entering in on the 
international level has been important for i.e. Danish unions, such as 3F. However, what can 
be observed in Barrios‟ argumentation is that his Comisión and the independent unions are 
operating in a very different context where they must struggle against national „official 
unions‟ that are recognised at the national level. The problems that workers in Puebla 
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encounter are global assaults (Amin, 2007) and can arguably not be traced to the Mexican 
state only. They are therefore global issues that are strongly interlinked with how 
globalisation is a world capitalist system (Grosfoguel 2000:363; Merk 2009; Bergene 2007). 
The conditions of the garment workers are, put differently, caused by the downscaling of 
labour. The argument of national organising has been important for i.e. Danish unions. 
However, Grosfoguel argues, that  
 
“Social struggles below and above the nation-state are strategic spaces of political 
intervention that are frequently ignored when the focus of the movements privileges the 
nation-state. The social movements‟ local and global connections are crucial for effective 
political intervention.“ (Grosfoguel 2000:363). 
 
In this view, it can be said that 3F could run the risk of over-emphasising the importance of 
nation-scaled organising. This perspective strengthens the strategy of the Comisión - to 
organise locally and then build transnational alliances from there. Such alliances could then 
be build between spaces, that can be be in distant localities but share experiences - in this 
case of exploitation and marginalisation. In other word, in different places but similar spaces 
 
Situated experiences 
 
To emphasise the importance of a collective bargaining system at a national level, Nielsen 
draws on the experiences of labour in the context of Denmark. This is e.g. evident in a 
question of how 3F facilitates an „exchange of experience‟, which is an important part of 3F‟s 
work with active solidarity networks (see chapter 5.2). In several of the programmes 3F are 
working with, a general challenge is how they can assist the countries they help, at a national 
level. Nielsen says: 
  
“They (read: the workers in the countries 3F has programmes in) are not being presented 
with the necessities of having national organisations in order to do the advocacy work. 
Compared again to the Danish experience, we started very early with a national sector and 
collective bargaining, so we bargained with the employers at a national level in each sector” 
(Appendix 1:5).  
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In another comparison to the general Danish (European) tradition, one of the most striking 
differences, he argues, is that most industrial workers within the garment industry of the 
world are not „organising as workers‟ as their primary objective in achieving change. Instead, 
these workers are relying on their families, village or another kind of network in their way of 
uniting. According to Nielsen, this is because the first generation of industry workers are not 
familiar with the strength of unions and organising as workers. 3F is, however, advising the 
workers in Central America to organise differently by encouraging them to gather in union 
federations, which, it can be argued, are part of a general conventional understanding of 
where union power resides (Appendix 1:3-4). Unlike Nielsen, Carter does not, to the same 
extent, make comparison to Western countries, but she still wonders why the strength of 
unionism is not of bigger importance: 
 
“In reality, a lot of unions act as though organising is just not a main priority at all. Like that 
they are happy to have 2000 members in an industry of 50 000 or something … So, really the 
key is building the unions is essential, but the growth of the union is not enough, you have to 
be strong. So it is really, for us (read: IndustriALL), all about the union power” (Appendix 
2:4). 
  
Carter and Nielsen‟s reliance in a solution at a national scale and their general trust in 
enlargement of union power may reside in a general established European, or Westernised, 
ontology. Santos (2011) argues that the conventional leftist understanding of workers uniting 
against capitalism, that was a dominating force in achieving change in the 20th century, does 
not apply as a counter power as much as alternative emerging strategies do since the collapse 
of the Berlin Wall. As Santos puts it: “Understanding the world goes far wider than the 
western understanding of the world” (Santos, 2011), and he argues that different sources of 
domination other than capitalism, such as racism, need to be addressed by „the left‟ (Santos, 
2011). However, both Carter and Nielsen are pointing towards the same issues as Barrios 
(official unions, high level of corruption etc.), and both interviewees are expressing that they 
are not there to „overtake‟ the maquila workers‟ struggle. Thus it seems, that Nielsen and 
Carter are placing their focus on the labour oppression related to capitalistic exploitation, 
rather than on other types of oppression (gender, race etc.) as expressed by Santos. 
Nonetheless, both interviewees are aware of their organisations drawing on their experiences, 
which are obviously not situated in Central America (Appendix 1:8).  
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Social movement unionism 
 
Barrios agrees that organising in unions is important, but he also states that this is not the only 
way of achieving change (Appendix 3:5) When asked about the possibilities for workers to 
organise in alternatives to unions, Barrios argues, that the workers‟ struggle relates to other 
power relations than that of capital-labour. Barrios says: 
  
“it depends also on the Mexican government. ... they are making more poor people. They are 
working to make benefits to the multinationals, ... and they don't make a very good, labour, 
social, cultural or education condition. … They are selling our national resources, media 
control. … So we need to change the ways of Mexican government. They are neoliberal, they 
are capitalist.” (Appendix 3:5). 
  
For the Comisión, the struggle transcends the place of the factory and reaches to the scale of 
the Mexican nation. It is also a struggle that cannot solely be confined to a matter of labour, 
and furthermore, it cannot be separated from other struggles related to different types of 
oppression and marginalisation. This transcending of the struggle beyond the workplace, or 
upscaling, if one will, is a characteristic of the social movement unionism (SMU). 
Accordingly, the Comisión involve themselves in a variety of political actions ranging from 
the rights of indigenous peoples, to protesting against fracking and privatisations of water, oil 
and other natural resources (Appendix 3:4). 
 
The Comisión thus has a very holistic approach to the struggle of workers and derives 
meanings from other identities than solely that of labour, perhaps most strongly from the 
ethnic/racial issue of being indigenous and from Tehuacan. To the question of alternative 
ways of organising outside the institutions and unions, Barrios replies: 
  
“Maybe both [read: unions and alternatives]. … People say „we have to develop this protest 
to the union‟. And I think, okay we have to do it, but it is very difficult. … but also it is ... 
another chance to maybe not organise the people in a union, maybe in another kind of 
organisation from the neighborhood, from the indian” (Appendix 3:7). 
 
Barrios‟ appeal for the freedom to establish independent unions can be interpreted in line with 
the scale of the community, as it contains criteria such as occupation but also race, origin, 
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ethnicity and belonging. Smith‟s scale of the community is, however, not solely a container, 
as it is also an agent that works to counter the dominating scale of capital. In this line of 
thought, the strategy that is expressed by Barrios is formed in how Comisión‟s social groups 
are positioned or have accessed to changing their situation. That is, the workers‟ (that are 
helped by Comisión) ways of mobilising is determined by how they are positioned to the 
„dominant scale‟ Swyngedouw (2004) - in this case, the Mexican government or the scale of 
the nation-state. By mentioning the Zapatistas3, Barrios underpins this struggle between 
community and capital/government: “I hope we have a change - the Zapatistas are one 
example” (Appendix 3:6). 
  
Continuingly, the plurality of (political) struggles and possible types of identities also 
broadens up the spectrum of potential members and activists to include others than industrial 
workers. This also enables them to forge alliances outside the workplace. Lambert notes this 
as being a characteristic of SMUs, which enables them to challenge issues imposed on them 
by institutions and corporations; also referred to as the southern identity. As it is also clear 
from the interview with Barrios, the Comisión by no means attempts to take on a politically 
„neutral‟ approach to the struggle of labour, and they openly criticise capitalism, 
multinationals and neoliberalism. This is not to say, that Nielsen and Carter do not share such 
concerns to some degree, but Barrios appears much more direct and uncompromising in his 
accusations. 
 
Working class resistance 
 
Such a strategy of mobilisation on various identities has been opposed by Harvey, who has 
argued, that resistance should target one oppressing structure at a time, even when there are 
multiple types of oppression. Thus it can be argued that ultimately, the broadening up of 
political struggles could be counterproductive, as it also broadens up the number of 
oppressing structures to target and thereby erodes the Tehuacan working class‟ ability to 
organisers or even realise their class affiliation.  
 
Sub-conclusion - This analysis examined different approaches forged within the local 
community, where the difficulties of acting as an independent union are permeating, and 
                                                 
3The Zapatistas are known for their abilities and aims for mobilising mainly (indigenous) peasants in the state of 
Chiapas. Self-determination for the indigenous populations in Mexico is a continual project, however, the 
indigenous populations in Chiapas have succeeding in constructing autonomous and democratic municipalities.  
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where the Comisón and Barrios actively try to educate and support the, mainly indigenous, 
maquila workers in a constant conflict with the local factory owners. The importance of the 
national scalar level, highly advocated by Nielsen and Carter, is contested, as well as, their 
referenced examples can be claimed to be too situated in European history, which does not 
necessarily apply to the Mexican situation. However, all the interviewees are pointing 
towards the established system permeated by corruption as the biggest problem, and it is 
quite clear that Mexico presents a particularly complicated case. A different aspect of 
achieving change, lies within Social Movement Unionism, which represents a perception that 
oppression is resided in more than power relations of the capital-labour system, and therefore 
is working with the population in a broader notion than them being workers. However, it has 
also been suggested, that the main oppressing force is capitalism, which is why workers 
uniting should be the main goal.  
 
5.2 North-South Union Work and Solidarity 
 
In this part of chapter we will turn to the question of the role of „international workers‟ 
solidarity‟ and the role of Northern interferences in workers‟ struggles in the South. 
Throughout this analysis, we have encountered a multiplicity of attitudes and strategies, and, 
even though they certainly have both ontological and concrete differences, they also seem to 
have similarities. In the following, we will attempt to unfold these strategies and investigate 
their view of social change. 
  
Bad publicity 
 
The strategy of bad publicity, which attempts to expand the workers‟ struggle from the space 
of production to the space of consumption and raiding the increased complexity of the 
production chain, is to some extent being employed by both IndustriALL, 3F and the 
Comisión. As the Matamoros case has shown us, this strategy can be effective in achieving 
changes, but it can also backfire, leaving closed factories and unemployed workers behind. 
Bad publicity has received a lot of hope and „hype‟ from scholars, politicians and activists 
(Bergene 2007: 147), as well as it is highly criticised for downplaying the Southern initiatives 
(Wells 2009). None of our interviewees regards „bad publicity‟ a primary strategy, which is 
why we have not engaged more in this strategy. Our interviewees do not mention „bad 
publicity‟ when we ask to how their organisations work, only when we more explicitly ask 
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about the role of international solidarity, CSR and codes of conduct and consumers 
(Appendix 1:10-11, 2:10 and 3:5). Carter, Barrios and Nielsen also expressed beliefs in 
consumers‟ capacities to pressure brands and establish links that can be used in campaigns, 
although Nielsen also questions its effectiveness. However, Nielsen also argues, that it can be 
used in combination with other strategies all over the world and explains how the 
establishment of links between brands and sweatshop practises were used in union victories 
in the Dominican Republic and Honduras (Appendix 1:11 and 3:5). 
 
Empowerment and partners 
 
Another significant part of 3F‟s international engagement and IndustriALL can be classified 
as empowering of foreign unions in the South. We have previously investigated, how 3F 
mostly focuses on empowering unions at a national scale. We shall in the following focus 
mainly on the work of 3F.  
 
3F‟s international work is funded by Danida4 and thus, 3F‟s work is obliged to be in line with 
different Danida policies. These are focusing on strengthening poor peoples‟ own 
organisations and contribute to long-term poverty reduction and protection of rights and 
democratic development. The international work of 3F should therefore be understood as 
both development and labour work (3F 2013:9). This work mainly have two goals; to share 
experiences of 3F with unions in the equivalent sectors (industry, transport etc.) in the South, 
and to facilitate meetings between Southern unions (Appendix 1). Thus it aims both at a 
North-South and a South-South exchange of experiences. 
 
3F works with unions that organise workers in the same sectors as 3F organises its members 
in Denmark. As 3F does not work with all sectors in all regions, they chose the sectors to 
engage in on the basis of different criteria such as the importance of the sector in the region, 
vulnerability of workers (many female or rural workers), potential benefits to gain as well as 
the level of democratic decisionmaking processes, non-discrimination and transparency in the 
labour organisations (3F 2013:22).  
 
 
                                                 
4 Danida is the name of Denmark‟s development cooperation, which functions under the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Danida works in the fields of planning, implementing and assuring the quality of Denmark‟s 
development cooperation. 
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Intervention Areas and South-South Work 
 
According to 3F‟s own reporting, 3F used its experiences as a “strong labour market party in 
Denmark and through its international cooperation” to add values to partners in areas such 
as technology, methods (e.g. training needs assessment and strategic planning), specialised 
thematic knowledge (bargaining, policy influence), “best practice” of international trade 
union movement and democracy of organisations. The 3F‟s 2013 Results Report mentioned 
areas of interventions such as „trade union management and leadership‟, „collective 
bargaining‟, „advocacy‟ and „organisational development,‟ (3F 2013:24-25). Thus it appears, 
that the empowerment focus mainly lies in supporting the capacity of leaders and 
management, and that the strategies they seek to implement are well-known labour strategies 
or what Lambert (2002) is referring to as conventional labour strategies.  
 
In various ways, 3F attempts to facilitate meetings and partnerships between Southern unions. 
In this, they aim to bring people together and to enhance regional advocacy, exchange of 
experience and solidarity (3F 2013:22). The point of these South-South meetings are among 
others to: 
 
“improve national CBA negotiations, influence regional and international trade agreements 
and negotiate sector framework agreements with powerful multinational enterprises.” 
(ibid:38), and to “improve partners international cooperative thinking moving away from a 
nationalistic approach so they can adapt to the trends with regulation increasingly coming 
from regional or international agreements.” (ibid:38).  
 
According to the 2013 Results Report, this has proven to be a strong South-South practice, 
where stronger unions in the regions have been able to share their experience with and give 
advice for weaker unions in the region (ibid). Thus we see that 3F in their international are 
engaged in multiple scalar levels, from the national over the regional to the international. 
When trying to get an overview of these activities all together, it seems to be an agenda of 
upscaling, and according their own reporting, 3F‟s efforts on capacity building has enabled 
some partners to “switch from local to national, regional and international levels and back 
again” (ibid:9). In other words, to jump scales. This approach finds its rationale in a 
perception of an ever increasingly upscaling capital and TNCs and thus it is growingly 
necessary to attempt to mirror such a process (ibid:7).  
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Furthermore, 3F claims to:  
 
“rather than supporting high-level structures on which workers and their organisations do 
not have any democratic influence, 3F has supported international organisations and 
networks that trade unions partners own/are affiliates to; organisations that are made up by 
workers own organisations…” (ibid:22) 
 
We have previously shown (in section 4.1), how employers and official unions are attempting 
to upscale the labour struggle to a level, which is very difficult to reach for the workers. By 
following the above mentioned approach, it can be said that 3F aims to downscale the labour 
struggle back into the reach of workers. 
 
Issues of northern and global involvement in the South 
 
When asked about potential issues with the involvement of respectively global and Northern 
unions, both Nielsen and Carter raise concerns about local unions becoming too dependent on 
donors and support from foreign NGOs. For example, Nielsen states: 
 
“That is another concern we have, when we work with sister organisations, we need to tell 
them that they have to become more independent of everyone – even us. They have to rely on 
their own income.” (Appendix 1:6). 
  
Thus, it is a permeating alertness or concern for both Carter and Nielsen that neither 3F nor 
IndustriALL will substitute the role of local unions and workers. Nielsen recognises that there 
will always be a problematic power balance with Northern involvement within the Global 
South‟s struggles. Some organisations and representatives, send out to support partners, 
might feel that they have the answers and „know better‟ and, thus, turn themselves to be 
spokespersons on behalf of the local unions. Nielsen states that this approach is: “out of the 
question for 3F” (Appendix 1:7), but when asked if there could be problems with the general 
Danish involvement is he recognising that: “there will always be some problems”(Appendix 
1:7).  
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Also in the Results Report 2013, „reducing independency from donors, is mentioned multiple 
times as an indicator and receiving growing attention, as “3F‟s Partnership approaches need 
to ensure ownership and sustainability” and because “the percentage of the financing of 
partner trade unions coming from donors is not diminishing” (3F 2013:45). In the „General 
Learning and Adaptation‟ chapter of the report, it is acknowledged that in some cases, 3F has 
not managed to „keep an arm‟s length from the partners‟ administration and that “having 
regional or sector-networks being run, almost solely due to 3F coordination has proven to be 
ineffective and even counterproductive” (ibid.). 
 
One of Carter‟s apprehensions with IndustriALL‟s involvement in Central-America is also 
based in how to avoid an „over-take‟ of the local unions‟ role in making their own policies 
and approaches, but her statement is more due to a general concern if IndustriALL will „build 
a culture of dependence‟, that diminishes the independency of local Southern initiatives 
(Appendix 2:7-8). Therefore, Carter sees one of IndustriALL‟s roles, in its most optimal way, 
as an organising body needed within the globalised world. By having a broader overview of 
international actors within production chains etc, IndustriALL seeks to empower relevant 
solidarity campaigns, adding pressure on brands and retailers and to exchange relevant 
experiences between actors in similar situations (Appendix 2:3-4). An example where Carter 
identifies an succeed approach for IndustriALL was after the Rana Plaza disaster in 
Bangladesh, where:  
 
“IndustriALL was one of the key actors in an agreement with the industry in Bangladesh to 
work towards fire safety, the health and safety accord. … Because it‟s a binding agreement 
and it brings together the brands, and, in a way, they‟ve never been forced to come together 
before, we believe that those are the initiatives that can then be used in other parts of the 
world” (Appendix 2:6) 
 
This particular agreement Carter is referring to, is also mentioned in the 3F Results Report but 
in another perspective. It states that “seen from a development perspective, this is not the 
ideal way of intervening”(3F 2013:43). This is possibly due to a violation of the arms‟ length 
principle, and for 3F was this approach to involving. 
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Solidarity groups 
 
3F‟s international work also walks on another „non professionalised‟ leg. Their „solidarity 
groups‟ consists of members of 3F and are founded locally at branch level or anchored in 
sectors, subsectors or company structure of 3F such as dock workers, waste collectors or 
brewery workers. Most of the solidarity groups work with a specific sector in a country or 
region, while others are working more broadly with different unions in a specific country. 
The work of the solidarity groups are partly participating in the international exchange of 
union experiences described above. This takes place when partner/sister unions of 3F visit 
Denmark, or when travelling abroad themselves. Moreover, the groups share their learnings 
from their foreign colleagues with the Danish public as part of 3F‟s information activities in 
Denmark (3F 2013:37-38). 
  
Global citizenship and global social dumping 
 
Nielsen explains two reasons for 3F‟s international engagement. The first one is based on a 
desire to help struggling workers of the South by a transnational solidarity. The second finds 
its reasoning in a conscience, that worsening working conditions and rights in distant 
countries in the South poses a real threat to long-fought for labour rights for Danish workers. 
The race to the bottom is by most scholars referred to as a phenomenon taking place between 
Southern countries, but Nielsen explains how a continued decline of wages and conditions in 
South also can affect the Danish labour market (Appendix 1:8). Lower production costs in the 
South lead to outsourcing, exactly as it happened in the garment industry, which will, in turn, 
lead to loss of jobs and an increased wage pressure in Northern countries. It could be coined 
as a type of „global social dumping‟.  
 
Thus we can see multiple global scalar understandings in play in the two arguments. The first 
argument plays on a global scalarity based on altruistic international worker solidarity, a kind 
of global citizenship. The latter finds it reasoning in another global consciousness, that a 
globalised economy and chains of production means, that what is happening in Mexico and 
other places in the South can and will have an effect on Danish workers too. This can be said 
to be in line with Bergenes (2007) thoughts, on how the reorganisation of production under 
contemporary capitalism has paved the road for a new solidarity between workers. The 
workers are now able to transcend the nation state borders (which were traditionally the base 
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for organised labour in Europe), thus attempting to mimic the flight and fluidity of capital. 
Ironically, this restructuring of societies resulting from extensive deregulations and neoliberal 
reforms might bring renewed strength to old marxist rally cry: “Workers of the world, unite! 
You have nothing to lose but your chains!”. 3F‟s international work and solidarity groups 
thus reflects Grosfoguels notion, that global issues requires global answers.  
 
Sub-conclusion - Both 3F‟s international outlook department and IndustriALL are attempting 
to enable their partners to jump scales, which is necessary due to the fast pace of fluent 
capital. Empowerment of national partners is a key word for both organisations, and 
IndustriALL and 3F attempts to upscale the workers‟ struggles from the local to national or 
regional scale. The solidarity groups are aiming for an international upscaling trying to 
interconnect „colleagues‟ between sectors, who can identify themselves with the struggles in 
a particular sector or occupation.It appears that 3F, IndustriALL and other Northern 
interferences are walking on a tightrope. On one side, they are providing international 
solidarity, support, exchange of experiences and on the other side, avoiding that Southern 
labour organisations and unions become dependent on foreign donors and support. Issues of 
economic sustainability and dependence are major concerns for IndustriALL and 3F, as well 
as avoiding being too overpowering and taking over the role of Southern unions. However, 
the focus on empowering the nation-wide scale of labour organisations does alter the power 
relations between in the labour organisations in the targeted country. Furthermore, the issues 
of „global social dumping‟ are, for some scholars, mainly to be solved by a uniting of 
workers.  
 
5.3 Labour‟s Strategies at the Global Level  
 
The following intends to depict the changing dynamics of labour solidarity with a point of 
departure in the notion of „global social movement unionism‟. We wish to address collective 
action in the light of cross-border, regional solidarity as a South-South connection. In this 
idea we aim to identify the workings of global social movement unionism by focusing on how 
this idea may or may not enable some social groups of the world to enter into discussion and 
action within the global scale. 
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Global agent 
 
The global scale must be thought of as a forum, in which nation-state agents did not 
previously have the access to, and according to Smith (1992) a scale defined as „the global 
scale of conquest‟. Implicit in this notion is how the global scale facilitate competition among 
„global agents‟ that tend to no longer, chiefly, represent nations. Although highly competitive, 
Smith argues that it is necessarily a space of dependency between different agents5. 
Therefore, the global scale is never static but is continuously being made and remade as 
actors enter and participate in shaping the contours of the global scale (Smith 1992:76). The 
point is that the global scale that labour enters into should be viewed as a facilitator of „social 
processes‟. 
 
As a network of labour agencies, SIGTUR is distinctive in constituting an example of how 
scalar perceptions are expanded - or remade. SIGTUR represents independent unions by 
facilitating a space of action within the „Southern‟ sphere (Dobrusin 2014:156). In this way, 
SIGTUR challenges the shape of workers scale in the way of escaping frames, which would 
otherwise inhibit social groups, like the exploited workers in Tehuacan, to resist. In the words 
of Smith (1992), SIGTUR is jumping scales. Accordingly, SIGTUR constitutes an element 
for addressing a new perspective on international solidarity because of its ability to initiative 
cross-border organisation that insinuates a horisontal scalar understanding as opposed to a 
vertical structure where the labour of the South looks to the North (Dobrusin, 2014). In this 
view, labour as a social actor has the capacity of understanding that different strategies always 
involves knowing the different perceptions of struggles and how interests and struggles are 
socially defined (Anner 2011:12) 
 
“SIGTUR is a space of open debate through its regular Congresses and leaders‟ meetings in 
order to formulate and present a united voice of the working class in the Global South. 
SIGTUR is not just a space to share a common southern experience, even though this 
emerging wider social consciousness is vital to drive the struggle. SIGTUR is a space to 
develop an alternative vision to that of neo-liberal globalisation” (SIGTUR, 2015). 
 
Lambert argues that this form of sharing labour experiences is representative of civil 
communities in its representation of a wider range in society of the unemployed. Additionally, 
                                                 
5 Such as transnational corporations, - organisations or - political bodies 
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it is a form that stays attentive to gender and different social histories (Lambert 2002). Global 
social movement unionism is therefore important in its potential to see labour at a different 
scale - not only workers as such, as made by early European labour history. The importance 
lies in globalising the struggles against global threats (neoliberal globalisation) that all 
marginalised people of the world share - not only „workers‟ (Santos, Dobrusin, Lambert, 
Grosfoguel.) . 
 
So SIGTUR can be discussed for having a role of strengthening and empowering connections 
across a global span. Along these lines, Nielsen emphasises that a South-South connection is 
important and stresses how regional networking is crucial. 3F is engaged in four different 
global projects taking place in Latin America, South Asia, Southern Africa and Palestine. In 
terms of „regions‟, the Central American sector is the broadest, and Nielsen states that 
importance of having a regional programme is:  
 
“To make use of the experiences of one country in the same region in exchange with the same 
experience in other countries. So, if you have an important program of exchange in 
Honduras, then you can be able to share strategic experiences with the neighbouring 
countries” (Appendix 1:5). 
 
In this, Nielsen touches upon exchanges of experiences that can be part of a strategy to create 
„common grounds‟ between different labour agencies. It seems that 3F in some contexts 
assume the role of facilitator for these exchanges. It is reasonable to imply that Nielsen‟s 
arguments are grounded in his belief on trade unions‟ histories in countries like Denmark, and 
that other countries might learn from these experiences, and consequently constructing 
„common grounds‟ for labour agents between different parts of the world (West/North and the 
South). Dobrusin (2014) is correspondingly more radical when it comes to „constructing‟ 
common ground when he argues for the need to, foremost, create bonds in the South with a 
point of departure in common histories. The Southern identity, he argues, is always borne out 
of struggle and that the empowerment of South-South relations should stem from the 
experiences of struggles against (some of) the same threats. In opposition, there can be 
incapability between Northern and Southern history.  
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Implicit in this South-South notion is the need for nuanced strategies that intend to empower 
the represented. This can be an expression for the ways of globalising the struggles (Dobrusin 
2014) of Puebla garment workers and to form alliances on the basis of shared experiences. 
 
Situatedness of resistances 
 
The South-South connection is foremost a notion of reclaiming the scale of self-determination 
and to critically address suggestions of incorporating union power on the national scale as 
explained previously. A South-South connection, as expressed in SIGTUR, seeks other ways 
to gather people by including alternative common denominators, and the resistance is thereby 
situated in the current context for example Tehuacan. Barrios states that they, in the 
Comisión, have a range of contacts outside Mexico, that are actively trying to work against 
the government‟s plans of privatising the common public goods such as natural resources as 
well as the continuous violation from drug cartels and „narco people‟.  
 
“Yesterday [May 16th 2015], we had a march in Chiapas and Oaxaca, we made a 
demonstration, here in Tehuacan, to accuse the government, because they want to sell our 
water to the multinationals - capitalists. They are making mining, fracking for the oil. Today 
we are now in Mexico with many many problems, so we have to make close alliances with 
other organisations. And we know people, that work in the maquiladora in Bangladesh, in El 
Salvador, in Guatemala, here in Mexico. But we are also in contact with another 
organisation” (Appendix 3:4) 
 
Barrios also emphasises the importance of the indigenous population, and says:  
 
“The Indian movement is very important in Mexico. And the Zapatistas … have a very 
important movement with the people and expression of the people who are struggling against 
the government because they want to be free, with a good condition of life. And working 
outside political parties” (ibid).  
 
Barrios‟ underscoring of both indigenous and movements beyond a national level is 
elaborated by Grosfoguel (2000) who points that focus must be changed and must address 
power hierarchies of race, oppression, colonialism and other forms of discrimination by 
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challenging the mechanisms that conventional union forms would stand for. Grosfoguel 
claims:  
 
“Social struggles below and above the nation-state are strategic spaces of political 
intervention that are frequently ignored when the focus of the movements privileges the 
nation-state. The social movements‟ local and global connections are crucial for ef fective 
political intervention” (Grosfoguel 2000:363). 
 
Assisting to the social struggles in Tehuacan is, in this theoretical view, not generated at a 
national level but within local communities or by reaching out globally. It is important to 
understand strategies from a point that workers/labour do not have access to state institutions, 
and the alienation is further increased by the current Mexican government privatising water 
supplies, oil etc. This necessitates that new and alternatives struggle must be created (Anner 
2011:15), so in this understanding, independent unions‟ strategies are characterised by 
decentering conventional and state mechanisms. 
 
Another perspective of „situated resistance‟ exists in the solidaric connections related to 
cultural origin and experiences of oppression. Barrios describes how the Comisión and 
affiliates are performing an act of delocalised struggle in sympathy with fellow garment 
workers in Bangladesh, who were subjected to the collapse of the Plaza Rana garment factory 
(disaster in Bangladesh) that caused thousands of workers death, severe injuries, fear etc. The 
solidaric act by Barrios was carried out by sending letters, participating in global campaigns 
in solidarity with the workers etc., which was equally prevailing when Barrios was 
imprisoned and and received international support aiming to free him (Appendix 3:4). 
 
To summarise what is vital in this argument, must we, in order to discuss the objectives of 
global social movement unionism, think of resistance in relation to histories and different 
scales (Grosfoguel 2000; Wallerstein 1973). The South-South connection should be 
understood in the relation to Smith‟s notion of „the conquest of the global‟ (Smith 1992).  
 
(Labour) Identities of the South 
 
The Southern identity is something that describes different regions‟ characteristics from the 
view-point of histories of resistance and oppression as to create, and expand on, a shared way 
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of experiencing the pressures of neoliberal globalisation (Dobrusin 2014). And the Southern 
identity, as such, must be understood in terms of its capacity to mobilise (Gibson-Graham, 
2002:12) across scales, or „re-scaling‟ (Lindell 2009). Lambert suggests that: “Movement 
power resides in persons uniting in a common cause” (Lambert 2014:122). 
 
To develop the idea of labour identities of the South, the question is also to understand how 
„the region‟ enters in at the scale of the global and whether it is legit to claim that a Southern 
identity may refer to regions of the world. According to Smith (1992), regional identity is 
constructed around which kind of work is being offered and achieved. The specific area or 
location, the particular region covers, defines the basis for a rooted network of economic 
connections that exists between producers, suppliers and other key actors within the 
„ensemble of production‟. This implies that the cultural and social construction of a region is 
not principally due to local action, but is considerately defined by political and economic 
structures. 
 
Since the delimitation of a certain region is highly tied to economic waves and logic, the 
borders of regions are highly malleable which in its making facilitate the emergences of social 
movements from regional levels (Smith 1992:73-75). The point is that the Southern identity 
should also be analysed in terms of its character of being a region. Not a geographically 
framed region, but rather a region in terms of industrial workers, maquiladoras and 
indigenous peoples‟ occupations. The Southern identity, and South-South relation is thus also 
an articulation of a region that exceeds „just being local‟ and functions as a signifier for 
shared experiences with, i.e. garment (or industrial) workers in Bangladesh. 
 
Sub-conclusion - Global social movement unionism is an approach to how industrial workers 
can situate their cause. Within the emphasis on this form of unionism, as being grounded in 
social movements, labour agents of the South may aspire to shape their workings within a 
new framework. SIGTUR constitutes such a new framework by facilitating a Southern sphere 
in which independent unions can meet. The new „framework‟ is strengthened by, and 
grounded in, shared experiences of global assaults within the global division of labour - 
industrial workers are increasingly a signifier for the South - that can be empowering for new 
narratives for the South in order for „them‟ to create the scale of the workers. It is thus also a 
way of shaping a scale outside preconditioned systems, such as (conventional) unionism that 
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links to party politics. The South-South connection should empower the „industrial workers of 
the world‟ in being politicised and heard.  
 
6. Discussion 
 
To ask whether the struggles of the workers in Tehuacan are emancipatory in aspiration, is 
very much determined by the kind of attributes given to workers and their capabilities of 
organising (and unionise). And especially, the emancipation of what? As previously pointed 
out, Carter and Nielsen agree that labour‟s aspirations must be put in relation to the 
capabilities of (national) unionising. The scale of the workers consists of different 
boundaries. The strongest boundary, or obstacle, is how legislation and corruption deny the 
registration of the workers‟ independent unions; the border of non-existence, where workers 
do not exist as political subjects. The question is this: is the (national) unionisation the means 
through which the workers of Tehuacan can break the border of non-existence? Or is the 
legal recognition of true worker-representing unions so far from reality, that other strategies 
must be employed? 
 
Conflicts of strategies 
 
It has been argued by Waterman (2005), that organised labour must take on a plurality of 
different strategies and that no universal claims should be made. We have in this project 
identified three such strategies: the multi-identity social movement unionism (worker, 
woman, indigenous, politics) strategy of the Comisión that seeks to politicise and for whom 
resistance and claims for spatial justice (see methodology) should be rooted in the scale of the 
community. On the other hand, 3F and IndustriALL support unions organised around the 
worker identity, thus trying to avoid fragmentation of the movement, that a plurality of 
identities and political agendas could cause. Here, the space to articulate resistance and 
claims for spatial justice is to a large extent found at the national scale. Lastly, the global 
social movement unionism can in many regards be understood as a spatial extension of the 
social movement unionism, and thus it will not be incorporated in this discussion. 
 
The strategic disagreement seems to center around which scale labour should organise on. 
The strong union approach has worked in Europe, but the question is, if this will work in 
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present day Global South. In other words, is modern capitalism with its race to the bottom 
changing the game to a degree, so radical new strategies are needed? Or is the essence of the 
game and its actors essentially the same as 100-150 years ago in Europe? 
 
Why would strong unions not work in the South? It could gather all garment workers under 
one flag, regardless of the workers also sympathise with the Zapatistas and opposes 
privatisation of water resources. What is it, that these so called „new social movement unions‟ 
can bring to the table? How should it affect the struggle, if you mobilise in regards of other 
identities? With a point of departure in our analytical findings, we will here argue, that it 
could expand the movement to include a greater diversity of social groups, for example the 
unemployed and farmers, teachers etc. who sympathise with the maquila workers. It is also 
argued, that such social movements can engage in multiple political agendas, and thus it 
could be expected that environmental or women‟s groups, leftist parties and so on, would 
support unions in times of struggle. Hence forming networks of organisations and other 
actors, that can increase the pressure on brands, governments and factory management. 
Regarding Harvey‟s claim, that this kind of strategy would let to confusion about the 
„enemy‟, it appears that at least the Comisión shows no signs of incapability to identify 
capitalism as the root of all evil. In their view, there is no problem in fighting many 
oppressing faces of capitalism at once. Whether a single or multiple targets approach would 
be more effective is a good question. This is without a doubt a contested issue, and in the end, 
it must be up to future studies to judge, as such research would have the advantage of the 
retrospective. 
 
Common ground 
 
A common ground of understanding to „learn from each-other‟ seems to be one of the very 
core messages in a global world with increasing interdependency, and where universal/global 
goals/values are formulated to meet global challenges. The construction of a common ground 
has for the labour movements in Europe been an essential aspect of the successful victories 
since the industrial age. The common ground for the garment industry‟s workers in Puebla 
can be contextualised as a response to corporatist powers over Mexico; and how common 
grounds have empowered labour organisations to address the problems at the corporatist 
scalar level.  
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If it is ultimately up to future research to judge from which scale the workers‟ struggle could 
most effectively take form, what can we then say about the contemporary movement? It 
seems, that the three labour agents we have engaged with share the overall analysis of an 
exploitative capitalist system. However, their answers to this analysis are very different. So in 
what ways would it be beneficial to draw on each-other‟s answers? Before we bring forward 
our suggestions, we will remind the reader, that these recommendations should be judged on 
our position within this field of research, and our position is naturally determined by our 
limited experience. Thus, we do not intend to provide the answers for what must be done, but 
merely point to what four pairs of fresh eyes on the issue see. Hence we would recommend, 
that the agents of labour stay open-minded to inspirations from other agents. For example, the 
Comisión could (if they have not already done so) consider the possibilities of linking their 
organisation to a larger national union federation, and 3F could consider to expand their 
perspective on workers‟ struggles to include some of the so-called new politics (environment, 
migration, etc.), also in a Danish context. Although, in a Danish context, the political 
consequences of such a turn should be considered carefully, as the unions have already been 
accused for having relations to political parties that they are too dependent on. On the other 
hand, it could be claimed, that because of this, the Danish unions have no neutral position to 
lose, just as the first days of the 2015 Danish Parliamentary election have shown. Perhaps, the 
future of Danish unionism is also to be found within the global social movement unionism? 
 
Recommendations for change 
 
The Maquila Solidarity Network proposed in their report of 2003 some recommendations to 
how working conditions could be improved in Tehuacan. In short, these points pointed to (1) 
joint strategies to pressure industrial brands, as well as (2) raising consumer awareness by 
utilising a „bad publicity‟ strategy, (3) empowering workers and local groups in mobilising, 
(4) pressuring the Mexican government to take action and enforce workers‟ rights and, lastly, 
conducting additional research about struggles for social and environmental justice in 
Tehuacan, that should be popularised and shared with various groups engaged in the struggles 
(MSN 2003:63-64). Based on our analytical findings, we shall here add our reflections to 
these recommendations.  
 
Firstly, to join strategies as a way of achieving change is, in our objective, an essential part of 
mobilising workers. It should be a strategy to increase cooperation across scales and the aim 
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should be the upscaling of labour, not only in international forums, but also as a recognition 
that grants them to be heard in negotiations. There is, however, a power balance that must be 
considered carefully in such a strategy. Even though it is supposed to incorporate actors from 
different levels as equals, there is a danger of violating the arm‟s length principle, if foreign 
groups become too involved in the administration of the local groups. To ensure this, workers 
(or members) of the organisation should be the ones to articulate demands and negotiate with 
brands, governments etc. 
 
Second, utilising a bad publicity strategy has its pros, but it certainly also has it cons, as our 
analysis of two such cases have shown. It is a strategy, that works within the logic of the 
market system, as it plays on „supply and demand‟ economic theory. It is a strategy, that 
attempts to upscale the struggle to the work of consumption by advocating trans-spatial 
solidarity between producer and consumer. However, it is solidarity, that has to expand 
thousands of kilometers, in this case more than 9000 km from Strøget in Copenhagen to the 
maquilas in Tehuacan. It should also be considered as a possible reinforcement of locally 
based resistance, as this must be the driving force. 
 
Thirdly, the pivotal focus is fixed on the transfer of knowledge and capacity to local 
initiatives, that should strengthen capacities of organising and skills in collective bargaining. 
Again, it is a strategy that all three organisations apply although the focus differs. For the 
Comisión, this means the politicisation of their members. For 3F and IndustriALL focus is 
very much on empowering national unions or federations of unions, as both the power to 
challenge brands and sectors lies at the nation-scale. We have discussed this distinction more 
in depth earlier in this chapter. 
 
Fourth, this approach is very different, as it aims to pressure authorities in place of the 
industry. In some respects, this approach could potentially prove to be way more efficient, as 
it aims to affect the whole industry. The argument is also backed up by the problem of 
targeting specific factories or brands because, as our analysis have shown, this can quickly 
result in a closed factory and unemployed workers. By engaging in the enforcement of laws, 
all factories and brands with activities in the given country or state, are put on the same line. 
However, as brands are not bound to any locality in the era of fluid capital, it is not hard to 
imagine whole industries moving production to neighbouring or foreign countries. Another 
potentially negative externality could be further subcontracting and downscaling to illegal 
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underground production in the workers own houses, which complicates monitoring processes 
substantially. Finally, all three interviewees express concerns about cooperating with 
Mexican authorities due to high levels of corruption and issues of transparency in politics and 
elections. 
 
7. Conclusion  
 
Maquila workers‟ resistance has in this project been associated with how workers‟ are not 
represented as political subjects by institutions/organisations that are supposed to do so at a 
national level. Their conditions and livelihoods are largely determined by factory contracts 
and whether their municipal area is attractive for capital investment and jeans production. 
The scale of resistance for workers must thus be associated with how workers try to demand 
enforcement of rights by creating alternative frames. In Puebla, these frames are being shaped 
with the help of independently established unions, that, in their mobilising, seek to enhance 
the bargaining rights for workers.  
 
There are many obstacles built by institutions, such as the labour boards, discouraging and 
constraining maquila workers forming independent trade unions in Mexico. These obstacles 
include measures like protection contracts, official unions and policies, which dismiss any 
efforts of legalising an independent union. Thus, favouring official unions and obscuring 
collective bargaining is reproduced by the government‟s attempts to create places that will 
attract capital. In addition to legislative issues, the spatial boundedness of labour and the 
abilities of capital to move, often leads to a situation where the production chain is so 
complex that it is very difficult to pinpoint brands placing orders in the maquilas. This, in 
turn, makes the use of the „bad publicity‟-strategy difficult. It has also been seen in some 
cases, that focusing on one maquila will too often lead to the closing of the factory and firing 
of the workers. Hence, the strategic decisions must always be placed in the hands of workers, 
and potential „backfiring‟ effects of a given campaign should always be considered. 
 
In our analysis, we have identified three strategies that are applied by local and international 
labour agents in the attempt for mobilising maquila workers. The first approach is advocated 
by Carter and Nielsen in our analysis, and it revolves around the establishment and 
empowering of strong national and/or sector-wide unions, that can „gather workers under one 
flag‟, thus preventing a fragmentation of the movement. The grounding argument is, that only 
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when the labour organisations have been upscaled to a national level, it can be capable of 
pressuring capital and authorities. The national scale should also be the frame for attempts of 
scale jumping, which is necessary due to the fast pace of fluent capital. Such scalar jumping 
should in this view focus on the regional scale, where experiences and strategies could be 
exchanged between partners who function in similar socio-economic contexts. Such regional 
coordination can be facilitated by Northern unions. However, such involvement and support 
also leads to concerns regarding recipients, sustainability and independency, also referred to 
as the arm‟s length principle. Such a „strong union‟ approach can, however, also be accused 
for being too situated in European history, which does not necessarily apply to the Mexican 
situation. On the other hand, it is supported by scholars such as Harvey who identifies 
capitalism as the overall exploitative institution.  
 
Social Movement Unionism, in this analysis represented by the Comisión, provides another 
perspective on mobilisation of workers‟ resistance. The overall analysis still targets 
capitalism, but it also represents a perception that oppression is resided in more than power 
relations of the capital-labour interrelation. It thus differs from the former, as it builds its 
grounds on a plurality of identities; in the case of the Comisión, issues regarding indigeneity, 
gender, pollution and critique of capitalism. Consequently, it does not limit itself to engage 
only in worker-capital disputes, but also in issues of democracy, privatisation of natural 
resources etc. Its mobilising power resides in the capacity for organising on grounds of 
situated experiences, narratives and identities.  
 
Our third strategic perspective concerns Global Social Movement Unionism - in many ways a 
spatial extension of the social movement unionism - and it was, in this analysis, depicted in 
the work of SIGTUR. The aspiration is, that it will provide labour agents of the South a new 
framework by facilitating a Southern sphere or a South-South connection, that can facilitate 
the exchange of strategies and histories. In other words, the aspiration is to create a scale 
controlled by Southern labour. It is thus grounded in shared experiences of Northern or 
capitalist assaults on workers in the South. By doing so, it attempts to establish a space for 
labour identities and provide this space with a strong and unified voice.  
 
The strategic disagreement seems to revolve around the scale on which labour should 
organise and articulate claims for spatial justice. The question is, if modern capitalism with 
fluid capital and race to the bottom has changed the labour-capital relationship to a degree 
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that radical new ways of mobilising resistance is needed; or, if it would be better to stick with 
template that worked in newly-industrialised Europe. This is, without a doubt, a contested 
issue, and in the end, it is not the aim of this project to provide such an answer. Instead, we 
will suggest that the various agents of labour should value cooperation and begin to develop 
new forms of innovative strategies. It would be interesting to see what hybrid forms of labour 
organisations could achieve in the future. 
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